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      The wind blowing from the south stilled, its breath seemingly held in anticipation. The wild grasses of the field stood at attention, leaves hung motionless from their branches. With his back to the woods, Taben stood resolute, the calm yet subtle rise and fall of his chest belying the gravity of the moment. The tail of his flowing cloak flicked to the side as if tugged by the hands of an unseen wind that circled his body alone.

      At his sides, the ragged line of his companions remained steadfast. Though they were few indeed, they stood at the ready. Few had heeded the warnings. Few had answered his call. There would be no support.

      There would be no mercy.

      The sun was nearing its zenith in the sky above. Far off in the distance lay the clear blue waters of the sea. Taben’s eyes moved slowly across the horizon. Only days before, he’d stood on this rise, watching the scattered homesteads and the lush, vibrant greens of the borderlands of the Kingdom. Now, all the earth, from the western horizon to the coast ahead, was a writhing sea of crimson and black.

      Pristine grasses of the fields that had once swayed peacefully in the wind had been decimated, reduced to sludge under the weight of the countless feet that trampled them down.

      Brilliant sparkles of light from the reflection of the sun off the distant waves were blotted out as the swell of blackened bodies overtook everything in sight.

      The ground shook as the dark mass moved ever closer. The rumble of its advance reverberated through his body, the loose pebbles around his feet jumped with the vibrations.

      A few hundred meters separated them as the approach halted. The black immensity had focused, resolving into an innumerable congregation of bodies. From its midst there was a clang of metal on metal and the absent shuffle of feet on the ground. There was a sharp clack as jagged teeth gnashed together in anticipation.

      A wave of unfiltered hatred emanated from their ranks.

      For a moment both sides eyed each other warily.

      Taben closed his eyes, inhaling a slow, steady deep breath. There was a hint of something foul growing on the still air.

      For a moment there was silence.

      The war cry broke from uncountable mouths in unison. The roar was deafening, striking with a physical force he felt hammer at his chest. As one, the legions of the enemy surged forward.

      Taben opened his eyes and drew his sword. A wicked smile curled up the corners of his lips.

      It had begun.
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      Ryl did all he could do to scream. He pleaded with the pair of guards to let him go as they made their way directly toward the table in the center of the room. He kicked and fought with all his might as they began strapping his squirming body down. Tears were flowing from his eyes as they finished tightening the restraints on his arms, legs, and chest.

      Forcing his mouth open, a well gnawed wooden gag was inserted between his panicked jaws. Without a word, one of the guards left the room, leaving Ryl alone with the second. The man continued to tinker with the leather restraint near his head, seemingly ignorant to Ryl’s pleas.

      From the other room, an unfamiliar voice greeted the guard. The raspy tone sounded aged, but excited.

      “Ah, so this is one old Fesslin’s been ranting about?” the new voice continued, “Dose is gonna be large for this one. Crazy old coot of a mender says this boy’s alexen’s active, off the charts. Less than fifteen minutes before it reacted. No doubt, the Deliverance was heated. Negotiations musta been a sight to see.”

      “Nah,” his captor interjected, “heard the family agreed with the first. Not a second’s thought.” Ryl heard a gasp, then the guard continued. “Still they’ll be livin’ like kings, all compared now I suppose.”

      The ratchets clicked as a thick leather strap compressed on his forehead, forcing his head to the side. His cheek was squeezed tight against the cold slab of the table. Ryl was now facing the doorway as his other captor re-entered the room, followed on his heels by a wiry older man with disheveled, thinning grey hair and a matching mustache. The older man wore the traditional garb of a mender. The long white cloak was open, an apron tied around his waist, undoubtedly carrying the tools of his profession.

      Helpless to move, Ryl was forced to follow the mender with only his eyes. The older man thumbed through a set of papers in his hand before making a cursory visual inspection of Ryl. The gaze that travelled over his restrained body was more akin to one observing a slab of hanging meat at the butcher. Tucking the papers into his apron, the mender turned and made his way over to the small fireplace set into the wall.

      Donning a set of thick gloves that were hanging from a hook on the wall he gingerly grabbed the pair of wooden handles extending out from the blaze. A narrow length of metal pulled from the coals, sending a plume of sparks up the flue and scattering a shower of stray embers on the stone floor.

      At the end of each pole, now glowing red from its rest in the coals, was a brand. Ryl could see the air distort from the heat radiating off the superheated metal. As if reading his mind, the unyielding hands of his guards pressed against his arms and chest.

      Ryl couldn’t scream.

      He couldn’t move.

      He was alone.

      Hopeless.

      Defeated, he closed his eyes, momentarily damming up the torrent of flowing tears. He abandoned his garbled attempts at screaming, and let his body go limp.

      “That’s it, lad,” the old man breathed. “Lie still. This will hurt.”
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        * * *

      

      “Another tribute,” Ryl muttered aloud. “Poor soul.”

      Ryl watched as the small carriage disappeared over the hill in the distance. The top of Thayers Hill was the only place in all The Stocks that you could get a decent glimpse of the world outside. He ceased his work, driving his worn shovel into the ground, hard enough for it to stand on its own. The wooden handle, polished to a dull shine after cycles of use, swung gently side to side. The unwelcomed memories had returned unbridled at the sight of the carriage.

      Subconsciously, Ryl’s hand rubbed at the right side of his neck before moving to the left, noting the raised markings of the brands just below his ears. Marks of shame. Ryl had seen the brands only once in the eight cycles since their addition, but the protruding scars left a permanent reminder nonetheless. The images were burned into his memory, as the brands to his skin: under his left ear, the image of an owl clutching a pickaxe in its talons. Under his right was the number used to define him.

      H1351+

      Resting his forearm on the shovel, putting an end to its slow wobble, Ryl stared at the horizon. The only evidence of the departed wagon was the smudge of reddish dust silhouetted against the light blue of the afternoon sky. His eyes locked on the dissipating cloud, his mind lost in thought. The agonizing memories of the past had yet to relinquish their hold.
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      The trill of the birdsong greeting the rising sun had woken him from his slumber. Slowly rising from his pallet, avoiding the low-hanging beams of the sloping attic ceiling, Ryl yawned as he rubbed his eyes. Donning his threadbare trousers and tunic, he did his best to mat down his wild morning hair as he shuffled toward the ladder.

      Approaching the trapdoor, his nose was greeted with the smell of fresh baked bread and honeyed sausage. Sausage was a luxury above their station in life, reserved only for special celebrations. Ryl pondered the occasion as he swung his foot over the top rung, beginning the descent from his bedroom loft.

      As a family they had little; eking out a simple, impoverished living, surviving on a paltry income from his father's job at the lumber mill. His older sister was coming of age where she could begin apprenticing with the local seamstress. Ryl lived the carefree life of a child in Ilisot, attending school during the week, doing chores around the house, and otherwise being lost in the imaginative mind of an eight-cycle-old boy.

      The quiet crackling sounds of sausage cooking in a pan on the modest single burner stove were almost deafening. Surprisingly absent was the ever-present morning banter between his parents and his older sister.

      Reaching the floor, Ryl cautiously started down the hall to the main room of his home. His mother’s back was turned to him as she carefully flipped the meat in the pan. Reaching the small main room, he surveyed the scene. His mother was at the stove, his father looked lost in thought, staring out the window, slowly raising a cup of coffee to his lips. He exhaled to blow a waft of steam from the piping hot liquid. His sister was sitting in her usual seat at the four-person table. Her eyes looked red and swollen. Was she well?

      His mother turned as a creak from the floorboards gave away his approach. She smiled as she crossed the room, planting a half-hearted kiss on his forehead.

      “Morning Ryl, dear. Sleep well I suppose?” Her smile looked forced as she tousled his disheveled hair.

      “Yes, of course. Mother,” mumbled Ryl, “something’s happened, hasn’t it?” An instant of panic streaked into his mother’s eyes as she stumbled to find the words.

      “No Ryl,” his father’s comforting deep voice intoned as he started across the room. “Your mother’s made a fine breakfast for us this morning. Sit down and enjoy.”

      A delicious, yet subdued breakfast followed. Ryl pardoned the lack of conversation, assuming the unusually flavorful meal was worth enjoying, not to be spoiled by trivial conversation. Nearing the end of breakfast, his father rose from the table, taking up vigil staring out the window by the door. Working to clear the table, as was Ryl’s usual task, his father interrupted, clearing his throat.

      “Ryl, come with me a moment,” his father said, placing his coffee on the windowsill, leaving a growing halo of condensation on the glass. He motioned for Ryl to follow him toward the door. Glancing at both his mother and sister for answers, Ryl wasn’t regarded a look. His mother absently scrubbed at the same spot on a plate, his sister had lowered her head, staring at the table, body quivering as if she fought to disguise the fact that she was crying. Reaching his father’s side, he was taken aback by the unusual forcefulness of his hand as it ushered him through their open front door.

      Exiting the house, Ryl and his father stepped onto their meager porch, barely large enough for the two small chairs his mother and father would sit in most pleasant nights. The door to the house behind them closed with an audible click.

      Parked on the side of the road directly in front of their home was a black carriage hitched to two massive dray horses. Both horses shuffled their enormous hooves, as if impatiently waiting for their task to be complete. On the side of the dark carriage was a small design in white; a large gate, with one door open wide. Somehow the shadow within appeared darker, more ominous than the black of the carriage. Ryl had seen its like before, but couldn't place where.

      Two men, wearing the telltale grey and gold-trimmed dress of Pernell guards accompanied the horses and carriage. One remained in the driver seat, reins still in hand. The other guard, face emotionless, stood waiting, his hand resting on the pommel of his sword.

      Ryl felt a twitch in his father’s hand as he was again ushered forward.

      “What’s happening, Father?” Ryl asked sheepishly, looking up at his father as they made their way toward the carriage. His father answered without returning the look.

      “Walk with the man, Ryl. He has some questions for you,” his father’s response was cold, the quivering in his lower lip barely noticeable. “Everything will be fine.”

      Ryl’s feet hesitated as his father’s steady hand pushed him forward. The guard had taken a step to meet them, face remaining emotionless as he extended his hand for Ryl. Expecting to be taken gently by the hand, the steely vise grip that locked onto his wrist made him yelp and pull back in surprise. He turned his head back for his father as the guard reeled him in toward his body, wrapping his other arm around Ryl's torso, lifting him off the ground. Now screaming for help, tears welling up in his eyes, he watched as his father retreated back to the house, head bowed.

      Ryl hadn’t the strength to fight back as he was deposited into the carriage, the door to the cell slamming shut behind him. The light from the early morning sun was extinguished as his world was plunged into darkness.

      What had he done?
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        * * *

      

      Ryl splashed a handful of the refreshingly chilled water from the stream that ran behind Thayers Rest on his face. The miniscule offshoot of the main river ran directly behind the tiny farming community he now called his seasonal home. Somehow thoughts of the past made the brands on his skin burn as if they were freshly applied. He left his hands on his neck covering the abhorrent scars allowing the coolness from the water to act as a salve, dulling the fire that raged across his skin.

      As the burning subsided, he scrubbed the dust and grime from a long day’s labor off his face and arms, drying his hands on his trousers. Stooping down again to fill his empty water skin, he started walking back toward the boarding house to gather his meager belongings. Having finished his current task tending the small plot of potatoes, he chose to forgo spending another night at the small camp to return to Cadsae to be there for the somber welcome of The Stocks’ newest tribute. Ryl always endeavored to be there the day a newcomer was delivered to The Stocks although, of late, he had been absent from a greater number.

      The small boarding house at Thayers Rest was nothing more than a hastily constructed common room. A starved kitchen sat at the rear of the building, its poorly stocked pantry and a shaky wooden table were surrounded by a selection of mismatched, handmade chairs and tree stumps for seats. A small fireplace occupied the center of the room, open to all sides, serving as both a cooking area and for heat during the colder season. A half-dozen pallets, each with a narrow chest, lined the southern wall.

      None of the building’s other temporary occupants had returned yet from their assigned tasks. In silence, Ryl collected his belongings, amounting to nothing more than a change of clothes stuffed into a small canvas pack, slung it over his shoulder, and exited the building, heading toward the road.

      Unlike the small, seasonal farming villages that dotted The Stocks, to Ryl's knowledge the main road had never been named. Running in a primarily north-south direction, the road sat on the western edge of the unnamed river that bisected The Stocks, tracing a path that followed its lazy bends. Beginning at the foot of the Haven Mountains to the north, alongside the colossal statue of Taben the Defender, the river ran the length of The Stocks to where it merged with the sea. Two rickety bridges spanned the narrows, granting access to the fields on either side, and a third, sturdier construction allowed for the road to cross near the southern end of The Stocks. The river and path parted ways here as the road turned eastward toward the village of Cadsae.

      Ryl increased his pace once his feet hit the hard-packed dirt road. Thayers Rest was the closest community lodge to Cadsae, but at a little over ten miles away, still a considerable distance given the hour. The sun had already begun its descent toward the western palisade, the fifteen meter wall that bordered both sides of The Stocks. He had to hurry before darkness was upon him. The Stocks were not a safe place to be caught out at night. There were no predatory animals large enough to harm a human. However, a tribute’s travel at night was prohibited, so the patrolling guards were to be feared.

      The east and west palisades ran the length of The Stocks, penning in the sides of an area that spanned roughly fifty miles north and south, by fifteen miles east and west. The land contained inside formed a mild valley; the barely noticeable slopes met in secret, hidden by the waters of the river flowing above. A markedly fertile tract of land, with few exceptions, The Stocks was composed of field after field of crops. Gently rolling hills of wheat swayed in the breeze, while fields of corn, potatoes, barley, squash, beans and more dotted the landscape within.

      Most of the trees, having been felled during the construction of the palisades, were sparse, save for the orchard and the sporadic copses staggered between the fields. Extending outward from the craggy base of the Haven Mountains, the Erlyn Woods represented the only real forest within the borders of The Stocks.

      The orientation of The Stocks and the lack of cover from the trees allowed for both sides of the palisades to be seen from virtually all points within. The effect was smothering. There were days that Ryl felt as if the walls were slowly closing in on him, akin to being stuck in between two  massive jaws of a closing vise.

      The palisades on either side were topped with small guard towers staggered roughly every few miles, serving as waypoints for the continuously patrolling guards. Every ten miles, more sizable fortifications housed the off-duty patrols. Signal fires topped each tower bordering The Stocks, serving as emergency beacons should the need arise.

      The guard force served dual purposes. The first being to ensure the tributes remained inside and subdued. Open rebellion from those confined between the walls was more than unlikely; only numbering in the hundreds, they could, at best, mount an irrelevant threat to the trained soldiers, being untrained and outnumbered more than thirty to one. Having lost or given up hope, most of the tributes were more of a danger to themselves than the ever-present guards.

      The secondary purpose of the armed force was to protect the tributes from the outside world. The alexen, the compound within their blood, and the elixir to which it was the vital ingredient, represented a coveted resource.

      The Stocks was in essence a prison, walled in and guarded on all four sides. The near vertical front of the Haven Mountains capped the area to the north while to the south, the palisade was home to the heavily-fortified and only means of entrance into The Stocks. Set near the eastern tip where the east and south palisades met, the Pining Gate separated The Stocks from the rest of the free city of Cadsae Proper, and the world.

      A few miles to the west of the gate, forming the center of the southern palisade, the river flowed through a massive metal grate that extended up from the silty river bottom nearly five meters to the top of the arched exit. The massive metal grate, molded by the reclusive Ferro blacksmiths of the Isle of Mattume, was infused with a discreet property that prevented it from corroding in the harsh brackish waters. The nature of its infusion was a closely guarded secret. The crisscrossing bars left only narrow gaps, allowing for the passage of water and small fish.

      There was no escaping The Stocks. Once a tribute entered, only death or their Harvest would grant them reprieve.

      Ryl absently kicked a rock, sending it careening into the slow moving waters of the river. As his pace increased to a slow jog, his thoughts turned to the newest tribute, sending a shiver through his body, goose bumps covering his arms. For eight cycles, he had witnessed this same tragedy unfold time and time again, so many that Ryl had lost count.

      Another terror-stricken, broken child, fresh brands still weeping through their soiled bandages.

      Another horror story.

      Another sacrifice.

      Although there were essentially only two stories of how a tribute was sentenced to The Stocks, they both started with the same thing.

      Alexen.

      Cursed blood.

      The Blood of the Ancients.

      One was either willingly sold by their family or they were taken by force. The former—one day arriving at the revolting realization that their loved ones had chosen gold over their own offspring. Or the latter—surviving for hours or days or weeks as a hunted fugitive. Inevitably, these fugitives were captured, their supporting family members often slaughtered in retribution right before their very eyes.

      The unwelcomed, agonizing memories returned once more.
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      Ryl held his father’s hand as they navigated their way through the midday bustle of the crowded square. The market square in Pernell was host to a myriad of exotic and fanciful objects, foreign to the young boy. Vibrantly colored clothes from across the Sea of Prosper to the south. Aromatic spices from the city of Tamihda, that bordered the Maolia Desert far to the east. Swords and armor polished to a mirrored shine. Beautifully handcrafted jewelry, covered with dazzling gemstones that sparkled in the sunlight. The sights, sounds and smells assaulted his senses, imparting him with a euphoric glee.

      Ryl loved traveling to the market with his father. The activity in the square was a far cry from the sleepy general store in his hometown.

      “Can we look at the swords today, Father?” Ryl pleaded as they made their way past an especially boisterous crier.

      “Not today, Ryl,” his father said. “We have to visit the mender.”

      “But I’m not sick,” Ryl whined. “I’ve never been sick.”

      “Aye, that you haven’t, Son. This is just for a quick check. All children your age must have it,” his father added.

      Leaving the throng of people and the busy market square, Ryl and his father made their way onto a small cobblestone street. Modest shops displayed their wares from inside windows for the passersby to see.

      “Will it hurt, Father?” Ryl questioned.

      As with most children, the notion of pain was unnerving. Ryl could honestly say that in his eight short cycles of life, he had never experienced any true physical pain. The closest he could recollect had come from a fall from a tree on the border of farmer Barkham’s property. His terrified parents had rushed to his aid, expecting to find the broken body of their son. Ryl had simply bounded to his feet, dusting himself off all the while looking confused at the distraught attention. He was thankful for his good fortune that he had landed just right, so as not to sustain serious injuries. Sure, he had been sore for several days, but the bruises dissipated to nothing more than a memory in under a week.

      “It’ll just be a small scrape, just enough for a few drops of blood,” his father said as he looked away.

      “Just a simple test,” he mumbled.

      Ryl was oblivious to the look of fear sneaking into his father’s eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Ryl remembered his testing. Minuscule details, not at all startling at the time, were now glaringly obvious. Of the ease of the test, his father’s words had been true, the procedure was simple and relatively painless. A small incision etched into the tip of his pointer finger quickly relinquished its bounty in blood. With a handshake and a forced smile, Ryl and his father made the uneventful journey from Pernell back to their meager homestead. He recalled his father’s silence, his absence as if lost in thought.

      The unpleasant burning sensation from the muscles in his legs snapped his mind from the destructive thoughts of the past. He’d pushed himself to a sprint while he’d battled the demons of his memory. Slowing to a stop, he hunched over, resting his hands on his knees. His breaths came in came in rapid spurts as he fought to regain his composure.

      Ryl had matured over the cycles since that fateful day as had his hatred for his parents and their calculated deceit. So too had his understanding of the unfortunate curse that he’d inherited. For those unfortunate souls whose veins carried the alexen, the sentence was unavoidable.

      His respirations had slowed, he inhaled a deep, calming breath as he resumed his travel. Ryl could almost taste the brine of the sea air on his tongue. The light of the day was fading fast, yet his destination was close, only a few miles further to the south. His pace was rapid, yet controlled. The memories, the questions were still present, yet, through effort held in check.

      The testing that had altered his life had become engrained in the very fabric of the Kingdom of Damaris. By rule of the Ascertaining Decree, every child upon reaching the age of eight must be screened by an official of the Royal Menders. The fate of the child and the family hung in the balance pending the results of the seemingly innocuous test. With unerring certainty, a few drops of blood were all it took to indicate any presence of alexen, the definitive marker of the Blood of the Ancients.

      Even trace amounts of alexen would seal the fate of the child. By law, the child would become the rightful property of the Kingdom.

      Ryl’s lip curled unintentionally into a snarl. He was of the unlucky few. For far more children, for many more families, life had continued on as normal. If no alexen was noted, the parents would be presented with a writ of absolution, clearing their child from further inspection.

      This writ bore the official seal of the Royal Mender who’d performed the testing as well as that of the local magistrate, both signatures certifying and guaranteeing the accuracy of the results. Having an official writ was invaluable. Routine stops and questioning were frequent and cooperation was mandatory. Failure to produce the precious document was costly. The offending party faced mandatory quarantine and hefty fines.

      The grounds for questioning were left to the discretion of the guards and authorities. The liberal interpretation frequently resulted in the detention of entire families, questioned due to the jealous insinuations of neighbors. It was widely known that amongst the higher echelons of society, the questioning was routine. Nobles and politicians were frequently subjected to such scrutiny after allegations from rivals seeking a marginally higher standing.

      Having a writ of absolution was a blessing, lifting the weight of doubt from weary shoulders. Writ in hand, one was free to pursue their life in blissful ignorance of the tragic fate of an immaterial few.

      For those, like Ryl, once the Blood of the Ancients was discovered, the results would be carried to the Deliverance, a meeting held once every other moon in the capital city of Leremont.

      This rendezvous was a conglomeration of the highest echelons of society in the kingdom. An invitation to attend the Deliverance was among the highest of honors one could receive in all of Damaris, for the opportunities it represented were not given lightly. The alexen that flowed within the veins of each was coveted, for without it, the Blessing of the King did not exist.  This Blessing, this fabled elixir, granted wisdom and long life far beyond natural means.

      In the opulent, vaulted Hall of the King, the privileged few, or their authorized delegates would bid against their peers for the honor of sponsoring one of the children turned tributes who were ultimately the source of their longevity. All humanity had been stripped away from what had been carefree children less than a few weeks or moons past. Now, they were reduced to nothing more than a list of black numbers and dates stained into a docket on off-white parchment. Age. Gender. Alexen count. Cycle for optimal Harvest.

      Children, bid on by the noble, high and mighty of society like cattle to be harvested when the time was right.

      Tributes.

      The sponsorship of a tribute was a twofold process. The winning sponsor would be responsible for the payment of the bid to the kingdom. The sum was substantial; accounting for the mounting costs of clothing, supplying and paying the living wages for the garrisons that maintained their permanent watch over tributes’ eventual home, The Stocks. The second step was negotiation directly with the family of the tribute.

      Once the Blood of the Ancients was discovered, the child was legally deemed the property of the kingdom. The Kingdom of Damaris, in turn, offered a compensation to remove the burden of the tribute from the family’s hands. These Deliverance negotiations, as they were called, were done directly through a representative of the winning bidder accompanied by the mender delivering the news to the family. Negotiations were made for the life of their child. A child with cursed blood.

      The final sum in these arrangements varied dramatically. The favor typically rested on the side of the sponsor, as the tribute would be taken by force if the Deliverance negotiations failed to reach an amicable conclusion. One way or another, the child's fate was sealed.

      Would they make their voyage to The Stocks having been willingly sold by their family, or would they be taken by force? Families that chose to run were hunted incessantly, and slaughtered mercilessly. Siblings of those poor souls, though they rarely survived, were sold into a life of permanent slavery.

      Ryl spat off the road to his side. Their sacrifices should be honored, not scorned.

      He chided himself for his current mental state. The life of a tribute had forced him, just as it forced all tributes, to mature well beyond their age. Gone were the carefree games of childhood, replaced by a life of unending labor in the fields. It was no surprise that in light of such hopelessness a considerable number of tributes had lost all zest for life, passing the days as husks of their former selves. Carrying on through the minuscule sliver of false hope that a change would come.

      That a savior would come.

      Ryl choked down a bitter laugh at the thought.

      There would be no savior.

      As hopeless as the position seemed, Ryl was not content to give up. Being but two cycles before his Harvest, he was among the eldest in The Stocks, and the younger tributes looked up to him as a younger sibling looks to their elder.

      Ryl slowed to a walk as he reached the field that bordered Cadsae. He had made better time than he had hoped, timing his arrival just before curfew. The flickering lanterns of the village’s large shared residence halls were already lit, standing out like beacons in the approaching dark. Set close to the corner of the east and south palisades, the village of Cadsae had expanded outward from the large storehouse set to the side of the Pining Gate. While the village was the largest in The Stocks, it was nothing more than a collection of a dozen buildings, closely aligned in a haphazard order. The conglomeration of buildings in essence was nothing more than a penned in burrow of the larger port city, Cadsae Proper that lay to the other side of the massive palisades from whence it got its name. The palisades loomed over the confined village like a perpetual shadow. The knowledge that one was under constant watch added an oppressive feeling atop the ever-present hopelessness.

      Closest to the warehouse, on the eastern side of the road, lay the village’s three, simple multi-story residences. Each crudely constructed building was identically modeled after an inn and capable of housing over one hundred and fifty tenants each. The first floor consisted of a large common room with tables and a sprawling hearth built into the far end. On the opposite side of the room from the hearth was the kitchen.

      During the warmer times, the few tributes remaining in Cadsae would generally fend for themselves, surviving off their rations from the village store. Throughout the thankfully short cold season, tributes would be assigned duty in the kitchens as virtually all the tributes would winter in Cadsae, as tasks in the fields were sparse.

      On the western side of the street, the remainder of the village was set in a rough horseshoe shape around a small central meeting area. At one heel of the horseshoe, stood the combined Master’s House and clinic from where work orders were issued and the necessary weekly treatments were distributed. This was, by far, the grandest building in the entirety of The Stocks, standing out like a sore thumb in comparison to the drab shacks that surrounded it.

      The spot adjacent to the Master’s House was filled by a small stable, home to several mules and carriages for transporting crops. Storerooms for food, tools and clothing sat in a row next to that, each given their own modest building. Supplies were closely guarded and rationed out by task, accordant to the master’s will.

      Next to the storerooms was the woodworker’s shop, tasked with repairing the necessary farming equipment and furnishing the community’s crude cups and eating utensils. The final building was home to the blacksmith. The inadequate tools provided to the tributes to accomplish their tasks were in constant need of repair, and the inferior quality metal ore provided to the poorly-trained blacksmith never held up long.

      Cadsae was quiet as Ryl approached, the steady pounding of hammer on iron having ceased for the night. Passing the smithy on the right, he noted three shapes detach themselves from the shadows, seeming to materialize out of thin air from under the overhang.

      “Cutting it close tonight, eh, herd?” The unmistakable voice of Master Delsith cut through the darkness like a knife.

      Herd, the choice insult from guards toward tributes.

      “Here to welcome the newest tribute to the flock?” hissed the master, antipathy and disdain coating the words like a venomous shroud. Ryl stopped as was protocol when speaking to the master, dreading the upcoming conversation.

      There were fortunately minimal interactions between guards and tributes. The captives dealt with the master on matters regarding labor assignments, the Mender for injuries, illnesses and for their weekly treatment and a small group of guards for food rations, tools and clothing. One sub-master oversaw the tributes and the tasks at Tabenville, the furthest settlement from Cadsae, nestled at the base of the Haven Mountains.

      This isn't to say interactions between the patrolling guards and the tributes never occurred. Tributes were subjected to daily verbal abuse at the hands of virtually all their captors. Mild physical altercations happened with alarming frequency, typically falsely justified by a report that the tribute had been found in violation of curfew or another unwritten rule. Beatings were swift and didn’t often cause permanent damage.

      Tributes, while herded like animals and verbally, physically and psychologically abused at the hands of their masters and guards, were still a valuable crop. The privileged few having paid handsomely to sponsor them typically had staff employed within the guards keeping a watchful eye on their most expensive assets. The death of a tribute through anything other than incurable natural causes was always followed by swift investigations and harsh political, financial and physical punishments.

      Harsh. A subjective word when discussing punishments in comparison to the life of a tribute.

      “Yes. Apologies, Master, sir.” Ryl did his best to sound sincere. “I finished late and wanted to return as soon as possible for my next assignment.”

      There was a shred of truth to this statement. Ryl preferred assignments that took him from Cadsae. He enjoyed the relative freedom of living in the small work camps.

      Farther from the hands of the master.

      Master Delsith was, by all accounts, a typical Master. Drunk on power over his fellow men, cruel, and not here by his own choosing. Rarely did anyone choose to be assigned inside The Stocks. Masters, like the guards, were sentenced to The Stocks to serve time as punishment for their various crimes. Their loathing contempt was taken out vehemently on their current charges.

      “Why don’t you go crawl back to your own now,” Delsith sneered to the enjoyment of the guards following a few paces behind. “And be sure you’re in for assignment at first light tomorrow.”

      “Of course, Master.” Ryl forced a pathetically weak smile.

      Master Delsith made no attempt to step around Ryl as he continued on his patrols, planting his shoulder squarely into Ryl’s chest just above his heart. The blow caught Ryl off guard, the force spun him back on his heels in a half-circle. The first of the trailing guards caught Ryl across the back of the legs just above the knees with his standard issue, thin ironwood baton, buckling his legs. The second guard, holding the baton by both ends slammed it into the back of Ryl's shoulders sending him sprawling to the hard-packed dirt road, the side of his face scraping as it grated along the ground.

      “Watch where you’re walking. Clumsy herd,” the second guard laughed, reaching his baton out to strike the first guard’s extended baton in a mocking salute.

      The battle raged on inside Ryl. As his blood began to boil, he felt a nearly uncontrollable rage brewing inside. One part of him fought to strike an unexpected blow from behind against the second guard, to cause as much damage as he could before being beaten senseless. The second, thankfully stronger part, urged restraint.

      In the end, Ryl merely sighed a deep sigh and rose to his feet, brushing himself off as he continued on toward the common house.
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      There was a small fire burning in the common house when Ryl entered, a thin smoky haze hanging just below the ceiling. A gathering of tributes loosely huddled around a young boy, talking quietly among themselves in groups. Others patiently waiting as the boy sobbed uncontrollably into one of the tribute’s compassionate shoulders. The feeling of welcome washed over him as he made his way closer to the group, as if the benevolence and understanding were being exuded from their very cores.

      Several heads turned, acknowledging Ryl’s mournful smile with a quick nod of their heads as he made his way across the common room toward the ragged group. Leaving the others, one man approached, meeting Ryl ahead of the gathering.

      “Hello Odus,” Ryl greeted warmly, shaking hands with his friend. Odus’ powerful grip bordered on uncomfortable as it squeezed the knuckles together.

      Odus, H1353.

      “Ryl. It’s getting late, didn’t know if we’d be seeing you tonight,” his friend said. Then pointing to the side of his face with a half-smile, he added, “You stop and say hi to the master before coming here?”

      Ryl gingerly put a hand to his forehead, happily finding no blood. No alexen.

      “Same conversation as always. Must look worse than it is,” Ryl said with a smile. “How’s this one holding up?”

      “Much the same as you can expect. Guards caught up with him and his family a week after the Deliverance.” Odus’ words trailed off. He knew Ryl well enough to catch the sudden look of hatred that darted across Ryl’s eyes.

      “Sorry, Ryl,” Odus said, putting a hand on Ryl’s shoulder, giving it a brief squeeze.

      Ryl shrugged, acknowledging and shaking off any hard feelings. He couldn’t rightly hold his friend to blame for his family’s betrayal.

      “This one’s a tough little bastard,” Odus quipped. “Killed one of the guards trying to reel him in. Ended up with quite the scar to prove it. Had him laid up for nearly a moon before they could send him here.”

      Ryl’s eyes lit up with a sudden fire. Now that was a new twist to the usual tragic story. In his eight cycles in The Stocks, he’d never heard the tale of any killing a guard or one of the hunters sent to collect them.

      “Has he met Sarial yet?” Ryl asked, anxious to meet this new tribute.

      “Yeah, he’s with the Gran now.”

      Sarial, H1365.

      Sarial was lovingly known by her fellow tributes as “the Gran”. Having been in The Stocks for cycles before Ryl arrived, she was the adopted mother to all that arrived. She would still be here for twelve long cycles after Ryl's Harvest.

      A tribute’s Harvest date was determined during the ascertaining testing. Based on the volume of alexen in the blood, a date of optimal saturation was determined. Alexen would build up in a tribute’s system steadily until reaching a maximum point of saturation. After that, the levels would slowly decrease. Harvesting a tribute at that point resulted in the highest potency when the blood was converted into elixir.

      The lower the level of alexen at testing, the longer it would take for the tribute to reach saturation. Extremely low levels of alexen, as in Sarial's case, resulted in an extended time before reaching optimal saturation. The standard length of growth, as most tributes were brought in as children, was between fifteen to twenty cycles.

      While not known to affect the rate of saturation, the nature of the alexen was also either determined to be active or passive. The determining factor for this was time. The nature was judged on a scale based upon the speed of reaction when mixed with a specific reagent. Reactions occurring after four hours were considered to be passive, while anything under was considered active. To encounter active alexen was virtually unheard of.

      Ryl thought back to the results of his test he’d overheard from the guard.

      Under fifteen minutes. That number couldn’t possibly be accurate.

      No one knew what caused the Blood of the Ancients. Occurrences were rare, occurring once every several thousand tested, or less. Nor did it follow along family blood lines, or discriminate between the sexes. The age of eight was the earliest age a child would show alexen, the telltale sign of their cursed blood. Discovering and securing the tribute as early as possible helped to mitigate the risks in the process.

      Truth about the blood of the ancients and the dire import of the seemingly mundane test were generally hidden from the child. Time and continued education allowed for a significant increase in understanding of the process they were to undertake.

      Although remote, there remained a lingering concern that following the report of discovery, the child would stand the risk of kidnap. A nominal threat, yet one taken with grave import. Other kingdoms or jealous lords were the prime concern. Delaying the acquisition additionally increased the risk of damage to the tribute, or guards, as the child matured in age and strength. The weeping youth enveloped in Sarial’s comforting arms proved to be an exception.

      Ryl clapped his friend on the shoulder and continued on toward the group, recognizing all, knowing the names and numbers of most. Laj, H1350, ready for the next cycle’s Harvest, Rikel, H1354, Zed, H1352, the gentle giant and the current improperly trained blacksmith of The Stocks, and Cray, H1361, a quiet, young face and story he recognized. Another child abandoned by his parents, whose love was only conditional. The last of the group was young Elora, H1360. Elora, having only been in The Stocks for three cycles, at the age of eleven had proven compassionate well beyond her age. Far more mature than any child should have to be.

      Nodding to greet each of them in turn, Ryl moved through the small group approaching Sarial and The Stocks’ newest charge. The young boy, body having expended all of its tears, now whimpered quietly, shaking with each exaggerated exhale. Sarial and the boy sat together in a chair, close to the warmth of the quietly crackling fire. She looked up as he advanced, her sweet, motherly voice continuing its hushed comfort, calling Ryl in closer, with a warm smile and a gentle wave of her hand.

      At nearly thirty cycles of age, Sarial was the eldest of the tributes. Now in the prime of her life, her inherent beauty was accentuated by her kindness and beneficent personality. She was a tall woman, taller than most of the boys and young men in The Stocks. Her long brown hair framed her kind face. High cheekbones seemed to pull her mouth into a perpetual smile. Her brown eyes, that had witnessed so much sorrow, still radiated a thoughtful serenity. Her naturally lithe figure was too thin from the meager rations they were given. Improper nutrition and ragged clothes, however, could do nothing to diminish her inherent beauty.

      Sarial had been the third-born daughter of the head of House Deraly. Her father was a provincial lord, holding court over the province of Northwatch far to the north on the frozen tip of the Haven Mountains that represented the opposite end of the same range that enclosed the northern border of The Stocks. From there, the mountains traveled for over one thousand miles to the north to where their vertical cliffs met the Frozen Sea.

      As the mountainous terrain of her ancestral home produced nearly one quarter of the kingdom’s supply of gold, her father was granted the privilege of attending the Deliverance and given first right of refusal over his daughter’s sponsorship.

      For the noble Lord Deraly, the decision was a simple one. Knowing her abnormally low alexen count would require a much longer time to reach peak saturation, her sponsorship was bartered to another, younger lord, thus allowing her father to enjoy the benefits of a Harvest many cycles earlier than hers would have allowed. It was an investment in his personal life, his riches, his power and the long-term standing of his house as a whole.

      Sarial was no longer a princess. Her political value now lay in her blood, no longer through marriage. She had been a young princess, learning etiquette of the court until her ascertaining. Her life was supposed to have led to marriage, through love or politics to an heir to another house. Now, she was an insurance policy, an extension of the father’s thirst for boundless power.

      A tribute.

      “Look up, Aelin, dear,” Sarial whispered to the boy in her arms as Ryl knelt down before the two of them. “There’s someone here I’d like you to meet.”

      The young boy slowly turned his head, wiping a sleeve across his running nose and eyes, careful to avoid the long red wound running down the right side of his face. Starting just above his hairline and extending vertically down off his chin, the wound had been roughly sutured. Now red and still intensely painful, it at last appeared to be beginning the slow healing process. Ryl could see the continuation of the wound peeking through the frayed top of his tattered shirt. Had he not been turning his head when slashed with the offending blade, his head would have been cleaved in two.

      Ryl gave the boy an appreciative nod.

      “Hello young Aelin, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” Ryl said, offering his hand. Aelin reached out tentatively, his small fingers grasping ahold. Ryl was taken aback by the strength contained within the young man’s hand. Doing his best to make Aelin smile, he pulled his hand back, using his best exaggerated theatrics.

      “Ouch! Be gentle,” Ryl fell back to a seated position, cradling his hand like it was injured. “Haven’t they told you how sensitive I am?”

      Aelin, smiled, and a small chuckle, barely loud enough to be audible, escaped from somewhere deep inside.

      “Good, that’s a good start,” Ryl said.

      Ryl took a breath, composing himself before starting his next statement. His mind flashed back to the fateful night of his arrival over eight cycles ago. The next words, Ryl could recite verbatim. They’d been offered to him his first night in The Stocks, a lost, terrified, broken child, scared, mad and confused all at the same time. This was Elias’ job.

      Now it was his.
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      Ryl lay on the rough, wooden floor of the carriage, curled into the fetal position staring blankly at nothing in particular. It had been nearly a moon since he had been torn away from the childhood he knew, his new home a sweltering carriage bouncing over the uneven road. Aside from the barely edible food that was carelessly shoved through the narrow sliding opening at the bottom of the door, Ryl had no interaction with the outside world.

      After the first week, he’d given up trying to scratch, claw or kick his way to freedom. His fingernails were broken, his hands nearly raw. He had given up screaming for help, or politely asking for answers. His voice had failed him without garnering a response. The walls of his moving prison still proved too sturdy for the child's hands to break through.

      After that point, his mind and body had gone numb. The days slipped by in a blur. The daylight hours were spent watching the world slip away behind him through the metal bars of the doors small window. The carriage would stop most nights, giving a brief respite from the grueling travel. The hours of darkness, however, were a torturous state between fitful sleep and the terrors of his mind.

      This had to be a mistake. His family would never do this to him.

      But they had.

      In truth, Ryl still didn’t understand what was happening or why. The uncertainty terrified him.

      The bandage that had been wrapped over his brands had become useless after the first week. Being soaked with blood, dried and the soaked again had transformed the originally coarse fabric into sandpaper, aggravating the stinging scorchmarks. Now exposed, the air was a relief, although as they healed and began to scab over Ryl had to consciously resist the persistent desire to scratch. He would have given anything to be able to scrape the branding off entirely, removing all proof of the number or design on the opposite side. His number.

      H1351+

      The carriage had passed through several small villages, never stopping for long. The people he’d seen had given them an extremely wide berth, faces frozen in looks of disgust. The balance of the time, Ryl watched the wilderness pass by in wonder.

      If not for the dreadful circumstances, he would have enjoyed the journey. The new sights, smells, and experiences would have been exhilarating. Now, they merely served as a mild distraction for his severely tortured mind.

      Late one afternoon, just over a moon into the agonizing expedition, Ryl was awoken from a brief tormented slumber by a new sensation. After leaving Pernell, the carriage had, up until this point, been traveling on what appeared to be and felt like hard-packed dirt roads. The large wooden wheels of the carriage now skipped over evenly spaced cobblestone, producing a distinct cadence. Ryl dragged himself to his feet as quickly as his malnourished body would allow, peering out the window at the sight that met his young eyes.

      To the left of the road was a veritable mountain of a city. Houses made of wood and stone seemed to rise from the ground, towering high enough to block out the sun. To the right, however, was a sight Ryl had only imagined in his dreams, the sea. As far as his eyes could view, the world was covered in a slowly undulating blanket of blue, sparkling as it reflected the light of the late afternoon sun. The Sea of Prosper’s aquamarine water calmly lapped against the raised stone wall of the shore, while further out the colors morphed into a deeper blue before being lost over the horizon.

      The pungent smell of brine assaulting his nose was a welcome change from the stench of his moving cell. Wooden docks, precariously perched on large posts, extended out into the sea, small fishing boats moored against their sides.

      The carriage made a sharp turn that would have thrown him against the side had he not been glued to the window. The full view of the ocean was arresting. Ryl could barely take it all in. As the carriage steadily retreated from the water, the wide views of the ocean were replaced with towering buildings. Past shops, homes, and inns, they made their way steadily forward, stopping for no one.

      The water had nearly disappeared from view when the carriage made an abrupt stop. All Ryl could see of the ocean now was narrowed down to a single strip spanning the width of the road. For the last moon, the only voices Ryl had heard were the muted conversations of the driver and guard. However, neither had said so much as a word to him.

      “How many tributes this time?” the new voice asked gruffly.

      “Just one,” the carriage guard replied.

      “All right then, let’s get it to his new home,” the new voice said, chuckling.

      The carriage rocked slightly. The sound of their heavy boots on the cobblestone echoed in the air as they rounded to the door. Not making the same mistake as the last time, Ryl curled up a step back from the door as it swung open.

      “C’mon out,” the new voice commanded. “You don’t want to keep the master waiting, now do you?”

      Ryl didn’t resist as he was dragged out of the carriage. In his weakened state, any struggle would have been pointless against the adult guards. He had lost weight from the poor nutrition and sweltering heat of the carriage, leaving him in an astonishingly emaciated state. His legs, still cramped and half-asleep from the extended duration of his imprisonment, stumbled weakly along, struggling to propel his pitiful frame. The new guard had twisted his hand in the tattered fabric of Ryl’s tunic, lifting him up slightly, taking some of the weight off his legs, allowing them to keep up.

      The carriage had pulled up sideways across the face of a wall directly in front of a massive gate. The wall towering above his head felt smothering, as if it was leaning over him, blocking out virtually all of the sky overhead. He could make out the silhouetted heads of a score of soldiers as they walked back and forth across the palisade’s top.

      He was half-dragged through the door of a small guard station growing out of the immense wall, accompanied by one of his original jailers and the new soldier. The armed soldiers standing like statues on either side of the door glared at him in disgust as he passed through. Without pause or a word from his guides, he was led into a small sitting room. There were several guards inside, engaged in an animated, yet joyful conversation. Their laughter ceased upon his entry. One broke off from the group, saluting the two escorting Ryl.

      “Corporal Asher, reporting with tribute H1351+ as directed, sir,” the guard that had accompanied Ryl announced formally with a salute. Ryl realized that this was the first time over all the miles that he had heard his captor’s name.

      “Well met, soldier. Captain Le’Dral, at your service,” the captain replied. “I assume the ascertaining and mender’s papers are in order?”

      “Aye, sir,” Asher said, handing over a small worn packet to the captain.

      Captain Le’Dral broke the seal, quickly scanned the parchment, slightly nodding his head in approval. Le’Dral wasn’t an overly tall man, though solidly built. His muscles were clearly defined through his uniform. His close-cropped dark hair was startling contrast to the light blue of his eyes. Eyes that spoke with a mild kindness, the likes of which Ryl hadn’t seen in over a moon.

      “All’s well, Corporal,” Le’Dral said. “You and your companion can rest here for the night and resupply in the morning. Food’s ready in the mess.”

      The captain motioned for one of the soldiers in the group he had left.

      “Lieutenant Millis here will show you the way,” Le’Dral said. “Dismissed.”

      Corporal Asher saluted again then quickly exited with the lieutenant. Captain Le’Dral bent to a knee, lowering himself to eye level with Ryl.

      “What’s your name, boy?” the captain asked.

      “Ryl, sir,” he managed to stutter, taken aback by the kind tone in the captain’s voice.

      “Well, Ryl. Let me be the first to welcome you to The Stocks. Your new home.” Le’Dral made a sweeping gesture with his arm.

      “I know you have a lot of questions,” he continued, “and I promise all will be answered in time. But for now, we need to get you cleaned up a touch before you can see the master.”

      With a small smile, Captain Le’Dral stood. He nodded to the lone guard standing at Ryl’s side, his hand still holding tightly on to his tunic. The guard began moving forward without a word, pulling Ryl along with him.

      From there, they followed a short hallway turning into what appeared to be a small bathhouse.

      “In you go. Can’t have you getting the rest of the herd sick,” the guard ordered. “My, you lot are foul smelling when you get here, eh?”

      Ryl was stripped of his haggard clothing before having a bucket of water that had been warming on the small fire in the room’s corner unceremoniously dumped over his head. After the initial shock, the warm water breathed a small spark of life back into Ryl, the heat immediately seeping into his weary bones. Slick with grime, the water drained with a low gurgle through a grate in the center of the floor.

      The guard proceeded to scrub him with a small coarse brush attached to a short wooden pole. The harsh-smelling soap and hard bristles uncomfortably erased the layers of filth that had built up over the last moon.

      More warm water was poured over his head before he was given a small towel and a set of clothes. While he dried, the guard snapped the handle of the brush over his knee, carefully scooping up his soiled clothing, tossing the lot into the fire. Ryl dried quickly and put on the new clothing. The fabric was itchy and abrasive but a world cleaner than the filthy rags he'd been living in. Rags now burning away in the small fire. His eyes began welling up with tears.

      In that fire burned the last piece of home. That life was now nothing more than ashes.

      “Move along,” the guard barked, beckoning him with his hand, leading Ryl further down the hallway. They passed through a reinforced doorway, its thick metal door standing ajar. The walls and ceiling from this point on were made entirely of stone, lit by lanterns hanging from sconces on the wall. Passing through another small guard room, the hallway turned to the left, ending in another solid metal door, which his guard opened with a key.

      Ryl was led into an enclosed courtyard of sorts. On either side were sets of massive doors, standing nearly thirty feet high and wide. Both sets of doors were secured by an enormous wooden beam that looked to be as large as a tree trunk. One set of guards accompanied each set of doors. The pair to his left had their eyes trained on the activity occurring outside through narrow barred slits, while the pair to the right conversed with a party on the other side of the gate.

      Noting their presence, one of the members from the patrol to the right broke off from his partner, taking a step back. He cupped his hand alongside his mouth to amplify the volume.

      “A tribute at the gates,” the guard announced, projecting his voice which reverberated around the interior of the room.

      The guard joined his partner moving toward the far wall, where they began straining as they pulled with staggered hands down on a thick metal chain. Their efforts were rewarded as the large wooden beam slowly withdrew, making its way into an opening in the opposite wall. Once clear from one of the two giant doors, the guard called out to the group outside the gate. With a deafening creak of hinges, the door slowly opened, stopping once the space was wide enough for Ryl and the guard to fit through.

      “In you go,” the guard escorting Ryl ordered.

      Stepping through the opening, Ryl had his first glimpse of that which would be his new home.

      The Stocks.

      The large warehouse and three identical inn-like residences looked incongruous to the small semicircle village to his left. Beyond the village was mile after mile of neatly tended farmland. The massive stone walls stretched out as far as the eye could see to the north and to the west. Behind him, the gate door closed with a loud thud, a puff of air momentarily billowing out his baggy clothes.

      Was he being locked out, or in?

      Ryl’s observation was almost immediately cut short by the barking of a raspy voice.

      “So, this is the newest herd? Pathetic looking little shit, if you ask me,” the man said mockingly, reaching out to snatch the parchment from his escort. “The name is Master Delsith, and you will address me as such.”

      Master Delsith was the opposite of what Ryl had come to know in his short experience of the typical soldier. His body bordered on plump, while most were in fighting shape. His wavy brown hair was disheveled, while most sported neatly cropped cuts. Master Delsith’s beady eyes were cruel. But the most notable difference was his attitude; the master exuded an aura of superiority and animosity so strong that Ryl could taste it. The air felt heavier and harder to breathe, as if the master’s presence was slowly choking him.

      “You will do what I say, when I say it,” Master Delsith hectored him. “Do I make myself clear?”

      He slapped the parchment on his opposite palm, adding emphasis to his every word.

      Ryl struggled to hold back the tears, nodded his head, breaking eye contact.

      “See that you do so, herd. You might be an important Harvest to some fop-of-a-noble out there,” he snapped, waving his arms dramatically at the horizon. “But in here you are nothing. You have no name. You belong to me, and I can make your life very difficult for the next ...”

      His voice trailed off as he roughly grabbed the top of Ryl’s head, twisting it to the left, painfully stretching the scabbing skin over his brands.

      “For the next ten cycles,” he hissed.

      He released Ryl’s head with a shove. The guard still attached to his side thankfully prevented him from toppling over.

      “You will report to the mender at first light tomorrow to receive your treatment,” he said, clearly not wanting to waste any more time. “Now, I’m sure the rest of the herd is dying meet their newest tribute.”

      The word tribute was said with a scorn that Ryl couldn’t fathom.

      “Let them fill you in on the rest, H1351+,” the master flailed his arm in the direction of the three identical inn-like structures.

      Having said his piece, an increasingly disgusted look spread across his face. Master Delsith cleared his throat and spat on Ryl’s feet before turning and fuming back toward the large house closest to the opposite side of the gate, the guards following closely on his heels.

      Ryl stood wobbling aimlessly for a moment, in shock. He hadn’t noticed the guard beside him leave as well. He was completely alone, standing in a strange village, not understanding why he was there, or the reason for the acidic looks and hatred that had been heaped upon him.

      With nowhere else to turn, Ryl began shuffling his way toward the first large building the master had motioned to. His feet felt leaden. He struggled to muster the energy needed to pick them up, kicking up clouds of fine dust with every dragging step.

      Ryl had barely made it a dozen steps when he could go no further. He collapsed to his knees, arms crossed holding his chest. His head fell forward to the ground, the tears exploding from his eyes. After what felt like an eternity, his sorrow was interrupted by a friendly voice.

      “He’s quite the bastard, isn’t he?” the voice intoned.

      Ryl looked up dumbfounded at the owner of the voice, his vision blurred from the tears still falling from his eyes.

      “He’s just jealous of your good looks anyway,” the newcomer said, grinning from ear to ear.

      A young boy, only slightly older than Ryl, knelt down on the dirt road in front of him. His hair was a mess of curly blonde locks. His brown eyes reflected the smile on his face. Ryl let out an involuntary laugh; a sickly, half-laugh half-sob.

      “Good. That’s a good start,” the boy continued. “Don’t let that brand define you. Don’t let them convince you your blood defines your worth. They can never take away who you are. One day, you’ll get the chance to show them.”

      Those words would be forever ingrained in Ryl’s mind.

      The boy paused.

      “Hi, I’m Elias.”
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      The brief laugh, involuntary as it may have been, along with a bowl of hot stew, injected new life into Aelin. Odus had come across a felled deer a day earlier while tending to his duties in one of the fields closer to Cadsae. Luck was with him on that particular day as the animal had apparently broken its leg attempting to leap a wall and had died from starvation.

      Venison was a rare treat in The Stocks, one that he had experienced only a single time in all his cycles here. Bladed weapons as well as bows and arrows were forbidden in The Stocks, even for the regular guards and patrols. The master and his ever-present bodyguard were carrying the only blades he had ever seen inside, each bearing a small, poorly-concealed knife on his belt.

      That’s not to say the guards weren’t armed, however. Every guard carried a long ironwood baton and was well versed in wielding it with non-lethal skill. Skills that were practiced all too frequently using the tributes as unwilling fodder.

      Ryl looked over at Aelin, who was now polishing off his second bowl of the flavorful stew.

      “Careful Aelin, dear,” Sarial, who was sitting at his other side, said with her sweet motherly charm. “I know you’re starving, but don't eat too much tonight, your stomach won’t allow it. You'll have plenty of time to put some meat on your bones.”

      He responded with a smile before lifting his bowl to his lips, tipping his head back to savor every last drop.

      Throughout the course of the night, the tributes at Cadsae had offered their kind greetings to the young boy. The community bonded together to ease the suffering of their newest additions, sacrificing a portion of their rations to feed them, donating their ears to listen, and freely giving the knowledge needed to help them adjust to and understand their tragic new place in life.

      Ryl remembered his first meal in The Stocks, sandwiched between Elias and Sarial. He looked down at Aelin. For a moment he saw the smaller, haggard version of himself sitting there. Ryl caught Sarial’s eyes and the two exchanged a knowing smile over the top of the youngster’s head. Sharing the bond of the same Harvest date, H1365, Sarial felt a deep-rooted urge to nurture the young Aelin as if he was her own child.  She had not left his side since his arrival earlier in the afternoon.

      “Ryl, would you mind if Aelin moves into the open bed in your room?” Sarial asked politely, already knowing the answer.

      “I'd be happy for the company,” Ryl responded, gently patting Aelin on the back. “Though it'll be more his room than mine, Master's sending me back out in the morning. I’ll help show him the ropes. Won’t let him make the same mistakes I did.” Ryl winked, offering a mischievous smile to Aelin, who beamed in return.

      Sarial shrugged and shook her head at the jest. In truth, Ryl and Elias had caused their share of mischief throughout the community. Their pranks only caused her excess worry when they involved the guards. The hateful men were more apt to respond with violence than a smile at the appropriately childish actions of the boys. With few exceptions, virtually all the tributes in The Stocks were still children, forced into living an adult life, in a short harsh world.

      Having finished the meal, Ryl had fetched a pail of water from a kettle warming on the small fire, and led Aelin up the creaking stairs along the southern wall of the structure.

      “Mind the fourth and seventh steps,” Ryl said over his shoulder, Aelin following closely at his heels. “Makes it tough to sneak around at night.”

      Behind him, Aelin chuckled.

      Even when he and Elias had been silent, Sarial almost always caught them. She had an uncanny sense for when the youngsters were causing trouble that Ryl could never understand.

      The stairs continued up for another flight, but Ryl led them off the first landing into the hallway that ran the length of the building. The boarding houses were built using the same design featuring two floors for living quarters, each with forty small rooms and a washroom. Individual rooms were shared by two tributes and typically held nothing more than two small cots, two meager chests, a small table and chair, and a simple lantern, held by a sconce on the wall.

      Pointing out the public washroom as they passed, Ryl left the bucket of water behind, leading Aelin down the hall, stopping before a door near the middle of the building. The faded number “10” was painted sloppily on a tiny sign on the door.

      “Well, here we are,” Ryl said, swinging the thin door open with a flourish, “home, sweet home.” He entered the small room, crossing to his cot along the left wall, depositing his small pack of clothes in the chest, and hanging his water skin on the small wooden nail he used for a hook on the wall. Aelin mirrored him, moving to the opposite cot, gingerly sitting down, sparking a memory that pained Ryl.

      “What was that look for?” Aelin said sheepishly. The feeling had apparently shown on Ryl’s face. “Did I do something wrong?”

      “No, no, of course not, Aelin,” Ryl retorted. “Just a memory. You remind me a little of him, you know?”

      Nine moons had passed, yet Ryl felt the stinging loss like it was yesterday. Three moons would bring an end to another cycle, and with it another Harvest.

      Another chance to mourn.

      Elias, whom he’d grown closer to than anyone was among the score of tributes taken during the last Harvest. Elias would always joke that since they were all here because of the blood of the ancients—alexen in their blood—maybe they were truly related. To Ryl, blood was unimportant.

      They were brothers.

      The day of Elias’s Harvest, H1349, the tributes who were all wintering in Cadsae were rounded up by the guards and delivered to the village square. It was the same process as every other cycle. The master would give a rehearsed, painfully zealous speech for the benefit of the onlookers watching the tributes with hungry eyes.

      The speech was followed by reading out the Harvest number and count of tributes leaving for the cycle’s Harvest. Each of the outgoing tributes was placed in the center, flanked by guards. One by one, their numbers and the House or lord sponsoring them was announced, at which point they were led to the gate by a pair of accompanying guards.

      “A tribute at the gates,” was the call that signaled their exits. A single, massive door opened wide enough for the tribute and guards to exit, before slamming shut, erasing their existence from The Stocks.

      No one ever went willingly when their number was called. That is until Elias.

      The stillness that followed after his number was announced was broken in an instant as the ever-optimistic Elias strode forward to the shock of all that had gathered. Head held high, he marched right up to the master, stopping a pace before him and glaring him in the eyes with his own confident fire.

      “Well, let’s get on with it then,” Elias announced in a voice loud enough for all to hear. He turned his head, eyes quickly scanning the crowd until they met Ryl’s. With a quick smile and a wink to his friend, his brother, he turned his head, advancing forward.

      “And the name’s Elias, you pompous prick,” he trumpeted, pushing past the master. Without looking back, he planted a firm slap on the man’s generous posterior. The sound of the contact seemed to resonate over the gasps and snickers from the crowds gathered in Cadsae and atop the palisade.

      With his face beet red from anger and embarrassment and at a loss for words, the master stormed out of the square into his house, calling an abrupt end to the formal ceremony. The master had been humiliated and there was nothing he could do about it. Elias was untouchable. Harming a tribute at their Harvest while their sponsor watched was a death sentence. Through the crowd, a fleeting view of his head was the last Ryl saw of his friend.

      Ryl and Aelin spent the rest of the evening in conversation. Already having heard the story of his apprehension in pieces from Aelin, Sarial and others throughout the day, Ryl didn’t press him on it further, kindly reassuring him that when the time came and he was ready, he would be there to listen. The discussion centered around Ryl’s life, his apprehension and the general rules of life in The Stocks.

      The rules that all tributes lived by were fairly straightforward. Mind the instructions of the master and the guards at all times or you will be punished. Be inside before dark or you will be punished. Do not miss or forget your weekly treatments or you will become ill. The unspoken rules among tributes included not stealing from other tributes, taking only what rations you need and asking if you ever needed help, as help will be given. Tributes naturally formed a very altruistic society, having only each other to rely on.

      Ryl omitted the restriction against tributes of opposite sexes having any physical relationships, feeling the message would be lost to an eight-cycle-old boy. Though the occurrences were rare, the chance of a babe being born with the Blood of the Ancients was an unbiased curse, afflicting young boys and girls seemingly at random. As such, bearing a child within The Stocks was considered a cruel and unusual punishment to the unborn babe.

      In time, Aelin’s head began to droop, his eyelids grew heavy and he fell into a calm sleep. Probably the best sleep he’s had in a long time, Ryl thought. Even though their introduction was only hours old, he was quickly becoming attached to the younger boy. Perhaps his spitfire attitude and optimism reminded him of his friend in whose old bed Aelin now slept. Growing tired himself, Ryl lay down on his cot and closed his eyes, listening to the rhythmic breathing of the newcomer across the room.

      “May you sleep well, my young friend,” Ryl whispered as sleep took him as well.
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      Nightmares had plagued Ryl ever since the fateful morning he was wrenched from his family and all that he once knew. The kind of nightmares that found him drenched in sweat, screaming in terrified agony when they unwillingly released him from their hold. Although the circumstances of the nighttime terrors were different, the villain was always the same.

      In some, he found himself running for his life, pursued by a solitary foe, furiously pumping his arms and legs to run as fast as his body could take him. The trailing specter’s easy walking gait would steadily eat up the ground between them.

      Another found him standing within a pitch black void, a small ring of ethereal light circling him. The light appeared to be emanating from his body, which was surrounded by the soft yellow glow. There was movement off to his side, a shadow silently sweeping past his peripheral vision. He spun around frantically to track the shape, but could never focus on it.

      Humanlike hands with claws ending in razor sharp points would lash out at him, striking from random directions. Sometimes coming in quick succession, sometimes pausing for excruciating moment after moment, as time seemed to stretch in anticipation of the blows. With each hand came a barely distinguishable face that held the same haunting expression as the claws tore chunk after chunk of skin from his body.

      The face terrified him.

      It was his father's smiling face. The grin countered by eyes that burned with hatred.

      By and large, his fellow tributes were sympathetic to his plight. All had their own demons to contend with.

      Sleep had come easy and, thankfully, undisturbed that night. Ryl awoke early, well before the sun had risen over the eastern palisade. Morning came late to The Stocks and the night early, as the high palisades blocked the initial ascension and ultimate descent of the sun.

      Aelin woke while Ryl was quietly gathering his things. His sleepy eyes were still puffy and red from the emotional night. The boy padded close at his heels as he made his way to the common room. Unsurprisingly, Sarial was already there, quietly humming from inside the kitchen.

      Sarial was one of the few tributes to never take assignments outside of Cadsae. As a result, she had unintentionally assumed domain over the kitchen in the residence they shared. Ryl shuddered at the thought of remaining perpetually within the cruel earshot and arm’s reach of the wicked master.

      Hearing them approach, Sarial stopped what she was doing, hurrying out to meet the pair. Ryl was greeted with a smile, Aelin, in the middle of a yawn, was swept into a hug.

      “Good morning, dears. I hope you slept well,” Sarial said in a motherly tone.

      They both nodded. Ryl responded for the pair.

      “Aye, Sarial, we did and thank you,” he said.

      “You boys are staying for breakfast, I hope?”

      “I'm afraid you'll only have Aelin to entertain you today,” Ryl said woefully. “I have the master and mender that need reporting to, and you know how Delsith gets when you keep him waiting.”

      Ryl knelt down, bringing himself closer to Aelin's level.

      “Now, you keep out of trouble while I’m gone. Gran already does enough worrying about the rest of us.” Ryl jostled the hair on the boy’s head. “I shouldn't be gone long. You'll be in good hands here. Listen up and learn well. They’ll have you working in the fields in no time.”

      With a wink, Ryl stood, Sarial already counteracting the statement.

      “Now don't you go listening to any of that foolishness,” Sarial barked. The tone, although joking, had a fire behind it. “They'll have to come through me first.”

      Sarial put her hand on Aelin’s back, directing him toward a table near the kitchen.

      “You must be hungry, Aelin dear. I'll have a plate ready for you in no time,” she said. “Ryl, wait here a moment. I’ll grab you some food for the trip.”

      Sarial hustled to the kitchen, returning in a moment and handing a small parcel of food wrapped in cloth to Ryl.

      “Thank you, Sarial,” he said politely.

      “Safe travel, Ryl,” Sarial said. “See you soon.”

      Ryl smiled again, waved and exited the building.

      The brightening sky radiated outward from behind the eastern palisade at his back. However, the sun had yet to clear the wall as Ryl made his way across the road and square to the Master's House. Taking the three small steps in one agile bound, Ryl stopped before the door, tapping out two knocks with his knuckle.

      The door swung open and Ryl was greeted with a glare from the first of the two guards from the night before. He returned the condescending look with a kind smile. The guard closed the door with a heavy slam once he’d entered. He realized that in all the cycles that they had been here, he had never learned their names.

      Immediately through the front door was a sparse room containing nothing more than a desk and two chairs. The door behind the desk, leading to the Master’s apartments remained locked at all times, while the single door to the side led to the clinic.

      At the desk, Master Delsith sneered as he scanned a stack of parchment. Not taking the time to look up and foregoing all pleasantries, he began dictating his orders.

      “The orchard outside Erlyn Woods has a pest problem,” Master Delsith barked. “This whole cursed Stocks has a pest problem. A herd of them, if you ask me.”

      Delsith paused, waiting for a reaction. Ryl refused to play into his trap.

      “Some vermin are destroying the fruit,” Delsith continued. “There's a concern the whole crop might be lost, and the men keeping you pathetic herds safe might not think too kindly about that.”

      This was the favorite justification for the confiscation of the crops the tributes tended to day in and day out throughout the cycle. Having completed all the necessary steps needed for the soil to produce its bounty, the vast majority of the food was taken to supply the veritable army stationed in and around The Stocks. The tributes, in turn, were left with nothing but paltry scraps.

      Protecting the tributes from danger was a fallacy used to justify the theft. No House would risk destruction to attack The Stocks, and not a single soul of the Outland Horde, which gave the land to the west of The Stocks its name, had been seen in nearly a millennia.

      “Yes, sir.” Ryl stated dryly.

      “You’re to stay in Tabenville until the vermin have been taken care of. Save the crop, or face the baton,” Delsith snarled as he patted the ironwood baton laying across the table like a giant paperweight. “Now, get your treatment from Mender Jeffers, get your supplies and get out of my sight, herd.”

      “Yes sir,” Ryl responded, putting an end to their one-sided conversation.

      Hastening from the office through the open doorway on his left, Ryl entered the mender’s clinic. The clinic was comprised of one modestly-sized room, the front portion separated from the back by a portable cloth partition, slightly taller than Ryl. The forward section held the examination room. The back portion held a half-dozen beds to segregate and treat injuries or illnesses as well as shelves for supplies. Mender Jeffers looked up from straightening his tools as Ryl entered.

      “Ah, there's a brand I would not forget,” Mender Jeffers droned on, the excitement showing on his face rarely reached the monotone drawl of his voice.

      Mender Jeffers was a particular man. His small desk painstakingly organized, parchment stacked in perfectly arranged piles, inkwell and pen aligned in perfect order next to his immaculately maintained log. Jeffers was not a cruel man, completely diametric to the sadistic lout in the previous room. His mind was that of a mender, that of a scientist. Jeffers was, perhaps, the only person who had voluntarily entered The Stocks. The clinical fascination with finding answers to the alexen and its riddles proved too great a temptation for his inquisitive mind to deny.

      “Here for your treatment, I ‘spose, Ryl?” the mender continued.

      He was also one of the few in The Stocks who dared use a tribute’s given name.

      “Aye, sir,” Ryl responded. “And, yes, I’ll be sure to remember to collect it next week from the waystation in Tabenville.”

      Every week for the last eight cycles, the mender had reminded Ryl of the same thing. Remember to take your treatment weekly or face the sickness.

      “Yes, Ryl, but do remember, your treatment is the highest dose I’ve ever seen. The sickness won’t tarry long, in your case, before it becomes disastrous.”

      Satisfied his point had been made, the mender rose, carefully unlocking the secretary behind his desk, returning with a handful of eight large, off-white oblong pills.

      The treatment, as it was called, began immediately after a tribute arrived in The Stocks. Once a week, pills were issued to each individual, the dose based upon their individual alexen count and passive or, in Ryl’s case, active nature. If one was on assignment, their dose would be delivered to one of the two waystations spaced throughout The Stocks. The first, north of Thayers Rest, the second located in Tabenville, Ryl’s current destination.

      For a tribute, failure to regularly take their treatment was met with disastrous effects. Within days of missing a dose, the first of the symptoms would occur. Usually beginning with dizziness and hallucinations it would soon be supplanted by a burning rash and intense itching. From there, the symptoms were warned to worsen quickly. Constant painful vomiting, terrible fever as well as the hemorrhaging of blood from every orifice.

      Tributes reaching this point would pray for merciful death to stop the unbearable pain, though fewer still of those in this condition would still retain the strength to end take own lives. Fortunately for the tributes, conditions worsening to this point never happened. Mender Jeffers’ impeccable records, along with the frequent head counts taken by the guards, aided in preventing this occurrence.

      Ryl took the pills from the Mender’s outstretched hands, popping them quickly into his mouth one after another. The faster it was done the better. The pills tasted awful, something akin to an earthy combination of tar and manure, with the consistency of dirt. Unfortunately, they had to be chewed. His jaws worked furiously as he struggled to choke the vile slurry down. Swallowing the last noxious mouthful, he was thankful when the mender offered a small wooden cup filled with blissfully tasteless water.

      “How many cycles have you been studying us, and you can’t make it taste better than this?” Ryl quipped, hand covering his mouth, stifling the sudden urge to vomit.

      “Apologies, Ryl. I would if I could.” Mender Jeffers seemed truthfully apologetic. “You know I don’t make these here. Don’t have the recipe or know the ingredients. These get sent all the way from the capital. Far too important to leave the production up to a class three Mender, only the Masters of the Mender order can produce these.”

      Jeffers leaned over to write a note in the log on his desk, replacing the pen in precisely the same position.

      “Why hasn't that herd left yet?” shrieked the master from the other room. “Stop talking to them like they're anything more than the crop they represent.”

      The master had entered the small clinic now, guards looming behind him in the doorway. He pushed the end of this baton sharply into Ryl's right shoulder blade, using the point of leverage to spin him around. The master loomed over him.

      “Half-rations for this one now,” Delsith steamed, “and I'll make it the same for the next pathetic herd I hear you call by name, Mender.”

      Grabbing Ryl by the hair, he twisted Ryl's head down and to the left so that Jeffers was staring at the brand, H1351+.

      “This is all this pathetic herd has for a name now,” the master spat.

      He released Ryl and took a step back to glare at the mender, emphasizing his point. Mender Jeffers stared back, mouth agape; a terrified, defeated look frozen on his face.

      Ryl, on the other hand, felt energized. He felt alive. The fury that ran through his body seemed to ignite a fire within his veins. His body trembled as it threatened to explode outward. For a split second, he had the impossible feeling that time had stopped. A drop of spit that had been ejected during the master’s raving appeared to hover as if frozen in midair.

      No sooner had the feeling arrived, then it was gone as if nothing had happened. In its absence, Ryl felt astonishingly empty.

      “What are you waiting for?” the master screamed. “Go.”

      “Yes sir, Master,” Ryl choked in response before quickly slipping out of the Master’s House.
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      Ryl retrieved his meager rations from the guard manning the food storeroom without complaint. The threat to halve his rations had luckily yet to make it to the guard. He filled his water skin at the well marking the center of the village square with haste and set off to his assignment. Happy to place as much distance between himself and the cruelty of the master, he had started his journey at a brisk pace, eating up the miles on the dusty road.

      His current work assignment would take him to the opposite end of The Stocks, to the small seasonal work camp of Tabenville, nearly a fifty mile northern trek from Cadsae. He hated work assignments at Tabenville.

      The camp was built a few hundred meters from the front of the Haven Mountain range, where their sheer face exploded from the ground. Tabenville was set on the side of a small pond, carved into the ground from the impact of the water as it cascaded down the mountains in a spectacular waterfall. The mist from the fall made for a perpetual dampness that soaked through to the bone.

      Towering over the tiny village was the massive statue of its namesake, Lord Taben. Carved directly into the face of the mountain and standing over three hundred meters tall, Taben the Defender stood defiantly, one hand resting confidently on the pommel of his sword, the other held straight out, palm pointing toward the Outlands, his face strained as if his hand was holding the entirety of the Horde at bay.

      History was not something given much emphasis in The Stocks. However, the details of Lord Taben’s victory had been relayed in children's tales and bedtime stories for ages. As the tale went, Taben, the inconsequential son of a duke, rallied and led a small, ragtag band of soldiers against the insurmountable armies of the Outland Horde when the rest of Damaris turned their backs. In the stories, the Outland army was said to number in the millions, stretching as far as the eye could see.

      Against undefeatable odds, Taben’s force held strong, stalling their advance, preventing them from sweeping across all of Damaris. In the myths, Taben was said to have ridden on the wind, killed hundreds of thousands singlehandedly and defeated the leader of the Outland army. He was credited with raising the Haven Mountains. The range erupted from the earth in a nearly vertical wall that spanned the length of the kingdom, forming an impassable barrier, broken only at The Stocks. The palisades had later shored even that divide, sealing Damaris off from the threat of the Outlands.

      Ryl shook his head as he thought about the stories. Nothing more than myths swollen to exaggerated proportions by active imaginations, pieces added by each passing generation.

      The settlement of Tabenville seemingly sprouted out from under the massive statue’s elevated foot. It lay in a clearing pressed between the mountain and the woods. Stretching several miles along the Haven range’s front and extending outward nearly a half-mile at its widest point, where the road emptied out from the Erlyn Woods, the cleared soil was home to various plots of lettuce and sweet potatoes that thrived in the damp conditions.

      Bordering the village’s southern side were those famed Erlyn Woods. The woods were the mythical safe house of Taben and his warriors. The Erlyn was the location from whence they carried out their raids on the Outland Horde. The woods that spanned the distance between the two palisades, stretching south for over a mile, were by all accounts ancient. Neighboring the woods’ southern border was the orchard, the destination of Ryl’s current assignment.

      Having added distance between himself and Cadsae, Ryl felt little sense of urgency in rushing to Tabenville. He planned to spread the travel out over two days, a task he was confident he’d be able to accomplish given his early morning start. The sun had just begun peeking over the top of the eastern palisade.

      At sixteen cycles of age, Ryl was still imbued a small fraction of the limitless supply of energy one possesses in childhood. He was of average height with a well-defined physique due in part to the last eight cycles’ worth of manual labor in the fields. His hair was an unkempt mess of straight brown locks not yet long enough to tie back that frequently fell over his face, obstructing his dark brown eyes. Combined with the short stubble starting to grow in on his face and chin, it gave him a semi-feral look. The same could be said about all the tributes. Trivial concerns over style weren’t a priority when given the choice between that or survival.

      Ryl made good time on the hard-packed road. Aside from waving pleasant greetings to the few tributes he could see in the fields, he saw no one else on the road. Being permanently within sight of the surrounding palisades, the ever-present feeling of being watched remained. To the north, the jagged line of the Haven Mountains thrust upward into the sky, the silhouette of the great statue of Taben the Defender still featureless from this distance. For the second time in a day, he arrived at the small boarding house at Thayers Rest, pausing only long enough to fill his water skin from the refreshingly cool, clear stream before moving on.

      Just past midday, Ryl came upon the small waystation utilized by the guards and Mender as a dispensary for those tributes on assignment that couldn’t make it back to Cadsae for their weekly allotment. Three guards were lounging in the shade under the humble roof that jutted out from the building, playing cards; a favorite way to pass the time and break the monotony. One of the guards noticed Ryl’s approach. Within seconds, all three were regarding him with alert eyes, no longer intent on their game. Ryl subtly shifted to the opposite side of the road giving them a wide berth. He could feel the intensity of their glares as he strode silently past.

      Three horses quietly grazed in the small detached paddock to the side, tails swatting at flies.

      “A horse would have made this a whole lot quicker,” Ryl muttered to himself.

      With the exception of the small mules and carriages that were used exclusively to haul the crops back to the storehouse in Cadsae, tributes were forbidden from having any contact with them.

      Each waystation maintained a copy of Mender Jeffers’ meticulous official ledger that noted the Harvest number and House brand of all the tributes who had received their weekly treatments. The tributes who received their treatments from one of the two waystations would be noted on copies of the log that each station maintained. A rider from Cadsae and one from Tabenville would converge on the waystation north of Thayers Rest daily, updating each ledger to show the accurate tally of treatments dispersed before returning to their respective villages.

      If, for some reason, a tribute was missing from the list at the end of the final tally, a search party of guards would be organized to determine the cause. Typically, tributes missing from the list were found sleeping in their beds, or dragged out of the fields due to a clerical error on the part of a careless guard incorrectly updating their copy of the ledger. On very rare occasions, tributes were found injured or deceased due to natural or self-inflicted causes.

      There was only one way out of The Stocks alive.

      The Harvest.

      Between the gates, the walls, and the sheer number of guards that were constantly patrolling, escape was impossible. Even if a tribute was to escape, their freedom would come at a cost. That being an excruciating death at the hands of the sickness.

      The road north of the waystation and the land surrounding it was much the same as to the south. Plots, planted and fallow, dotted the land, broken by the occasional copse of trees. Narrow irrigation streams and pathways cut across the gentle undulating hills. The miles passed quickly underfoot as Ryl made his way further north, following the road as it ran alongside the river. The sun had nearly dipped below the upper lip of the western palisade when Ryl arrived at his destination for the night.

      Ryl’s plan was to spend the night at the Stillwater camp, a little over half the distance to Tabenville. Stillwater, like Thayers Rest, was comprised of not much more than a boarding house for the tributes, a small tool shed, a well and a shack for any passing guards that needed respite from weather or to bed down for the night.

      The river widened here forming a small lake. Being built on its shores, Stillwater contained a small dock, its two small boats rested upside down, propped up off the ground on squat wooden legs. Once a cycle, shoals of migratory fish from the sea swam up the river to spawn in the lake’s shallow waters. The normally placid waters would boil with activity. During the span of a moon, the light reflecting off the scales of the large white fish shimmered through the clear waters, making it appear as if the lake was burning.

      The bounty from the lake granted a highly anticipated reprieve from the typical fare served to both guards and tributes alike. The Pining Gate would open to allow a guarded stream of carriages to enter The Stocks. For a short time, guards worked side by side with tributes loading fish into carriages. The grueling work was not done out of respect or compassion. The necessity to return the fresh fish to the facilities outside of The Stocks where they could be cured in bulk drove the cooperation. The guards and soldiers manning the palisades dined on fish for weeks; the tributes were left with nothing but the unwanted scraps.

      The guard house looked uninhabited, although Ryl wasn’t about to check. The rest of the Stillwater appeared deserted as well. Ryl knocked on the door of the boarding house, genuinely surprised to hear a muffled reply from within. The boarding house, as was the case with most in the tiny seasonal villages, was set up almost identically to the one at Thayers Rest. A fireplace open to all sides stood in the center of the single room habitation. The small fire burning inside it crackled away softly. A meager kitchen and table sat to the rear, while crude beds lined the wall.

      The tribute crossing the room from the kitchen to greet the unknown guest smiled heartily upon realizing who his unexpected visitor was. His was a face Ryl knew well, yet one he had not seen recently.

      “Quinlen, my friend,” Ryl said happily as the pair shook hands. “It’s been far too long.”

      In fact, it had been almost half a cycle since he had seen him. Since his incident with the guards.

      “How’s the leg holding up?” Ryl asked.

      Quinlen, H1353, was a few cycles older than Ryl and the only remaining tribute left from the first work assignment he’d been sent on. The younger tributes were typically sent out with groups and given the easier tasks like weeding between rows, or helping to pick fruits or vegetables.

      Even back then, Quinlen was tall. Given eight cycles to grow, he now stood easily a head taller than Ryl and, although slightly emaciated, he had filled out dramatically. His mischievous blue-green eyes seemed to be asking for trouble. Proud of his muscular physique, he rarely wore a shirt. His skin was now tanned to a golden brown from cycles of exposure to the sun. His long, dirty brown hair was tied into a ponytail behind his head.

      “Eh, at least it doesn’t hurt all the time anymore,” Quinlen shrugged. “Mender did the best he could. Didn’t think I was gonna make it for a while there. You should have heard it, first time I ever heard anyone raise their voice to the master. Delsith turned so red, thought he was gonna throttle the mender. I was afraid I was gonna have to crawl over there and take care of him next.”

      Ryl laughed at the thought.

      “Still, it didn’t heal completely straight.” Quinlen forced a sarcastic smile. “Bastards did a number on me. I’ll have this limp for life.”

      “I’m really sorry to hear that,” Ryl lamented.

      Quinlen had skirted the boundaries of the regulations piled on the tributes on almost a daily basis. He was frequently out past curfew, and maintained a dangerously defiant attitude toward the guards and master. His downfall had come from his uncontrollable adolescent yearning to spend extended time with the opposite sex.

      Guards had stumbled upon Quinlen with Castara, one of the female tributes he’d taken a fancy to, quietly picnicking in the shade of what they had thought to be a secluded grove of trees. She was given a mild beating, he was nearly killed. One of the guards had struck Castara with an open palm. Quinlen jumped to her defense, striking the unprepared guard in the face, a small rock squeezed within the palm of his fist. The guard dropped like a log and would nurse a broken jaw for moons. The beating he received by the guard’s companions nearly ended his life. Three fingers on his hand were broken from the punch he threw, while several ribs, his wrist and leg were broken by the guards. The latter shattered nearly bad enough to threaten removal. The internal bleeding had nearly killed him, resulting in close to a three moon stay in the small clinic.

      “Got me out of the hard labor though,” joked Quinlen. “I’ll be on light duty from now on.”

      Ryl again laughed at his friend’s morbid sense of humor. Some days it was all any of them could do to get through the monotony and struggle of their unfair station in life. A laugh could go a long way to making their lives seem less hopeless, a principle Elias had believed in until the end.

      “Staying so close to the master for that long was a challenge,” Quinlen continued.

      He looked around as if assuring himself there was no one eavesdropping on their conversation.

      “But Mender Jeffers let slip a piece of information that's come in handy,” he whispered. “How to make ale!”

      Ryl was astonished, not sure if Quinlen was joking or not.

      “I’m officially the first brewmaster of The Stocks,” Quinlen beamed sarcastically. “I was headed to get my first batch when you knocked. Come along, you’ll be my first customer.”

      “Lead on Sir Quinlen,” Ryl joked, rewarding his friend with an overly dramatic bow before following the enthusiastic tribute from the building.

      Quinlen led them back outside and toward the docks on the lake’s shore. The pair stopped at the first overturned boat.

      “Give me a hand with this,” he said, motioning for Ryl to lift up one side of the heavy boat from the gunnels. Once they had the boat tilted up on its side, Quinlen ducked under, using his shoulder to support the weight while he untied one of the two rough wooden casks that were strapped to the bars of the small seats spanning the width of the boat.

      “Impressive,” Ryl quipped.

      “You think the lazy bastards would dare bend down to look under here?” Quinlen answered, clearly proud of his hiding spot.

      It was true. Most guards, while they seemed perpetually searching for a cause to instill undue pain or discomfort upon the tributes, wouldn’t lift a finger to do much else. Barrel in hand, Quinlen practically skipped back to the boarding house, eager to sample his maiden batch.

      Placing the barrel delicately down on the meager table, Quinlen hurried to collect a pair of wooden cups. Ryl marveled at his friend’s ingenuity. The barrel was made from the hollowed center of a tree trunk. The top was a thinly sliced cross section of that same tree, sealed to the barrel with sap. A small wooden plug was hammered into a hole chiseled in its side. The barrel had been suspended from the boat by a crude rope basket of sorts, most likely pilfered from the netting used to catch the fish that was stored away in the small tool shed.

      Triumphantly, cups in hand, Quinlen returned.

      “Are you ready?” he asked, carefully twisting the plug.

      “You wouldn't stop even if I said no,” Ryl teased his friend, eliciting a chuckle from each of them.

      The plug came free with an audible pop, followed immediately by a stream of golden amber-colored liquid. Quickly filling both cups, Quinlen tipped the barrel on its back and sighed in relief. A pool of his precious ale slowly trickled its way across the uneven dirt floor.

      “Care to do the honors,” he asked Ryl reverently, passing him a cup.

      “It's your handiwork and labor. Please, you first,” Ryl insisted, patting his friend on the back. “And besides, I want to make sure it's drinkable first.”

      His friend snorted out a laugh. He raised the cup to his nose to smell the fresh ale. After a deep sigh, he lifted the cup to his lips, taking a small sip of the precious brew.

      After a moment of swishing the liquid around in his mouth, Quinlen swallowed, followed by a quick twist of his head to the side and a cough.

      “I suppose it's not the best,” Quinlen said. “But she's passable.”

      Ryl stared blankly at his friend, who was now eying his cup and nodding at him encouragingly. Ryl shrugged his shoulders, raising the vessel for a toast.

      “Here's to the finest ale in The Stocks,” Ryl proclaimed.
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      The morning had come too soon. Ryl gingerly forced himself off the dirt floor of the boarding house. From the light seeping through the cracks in the wall, he could tell that it was already later than he had hoped. Looking around, the majority of the tributes that had trickled in before the light had completely faded were still asleep on their pallets or bedrolls on the ground.

      Ryl stretched and let out a yawn. They had stayed up much later than normal the night before, Quinlen’s brew tasting better and better with each passing sip. For a few hours, they had forgotten about their pitiful station in life. Gone were their daily toils in the fields. Their abuse at the hands of their protectors. The sorrow of friends and family lost. Their abandonment by the ones they had grown up loving.

      Quinlen was stirring as Ryl quietly padded over to his pallet beside the small kitchen and dining room. Two empty barrels lay beside his bed. Ryl smiled at the thought that the next batch would probably be ready by the time he finished his current assignment. Quinlen staggered roughly to his feet, momentarily balancing himself against the wall.

      “That brew packs quite the punch,” he smirked while whispering. He was clearly pleased with his achievement, beaming like a proud father over his child.

      “Surprised we weren’t paid a visit by the guards,” Ryl added quietly. “Us herd aren’t usually that loud or animated.”

      The comment elicited a quiet laugh from his friend.

      “I need to make up some miles after the late start. You’ll have to get this lot up,” Ryl said, motioning to the rest of the tributes with a wave of his arm. “You’ll be here through the fishing next moon?”

      “Aye, they have me readying the gear and nets. They figured I don’t need two working legs for that,” Quinlen added.

      “Not going to catch many fish with all the holes you're putting in the nets to hide your ale,” Ryl said, partially in jest. “I hope to catch you here on my way back through. It's been far too long. Stay safe, and save me some of that ale, all right?”

      With that, Ryl clapped his friend on the shoulder. Quinlen drew him into a hug hard enough to squeeze the air from his lungs.

      “Be careful out there, Ryl,” Quinlen said, a tone of seriousness crossing his voice.

      With a nod, Ryl gathered his small pack and water skin and exited the boarding house. He wasn't more than ten steps from the door when he heard the muted hammering and cries of his friend, banging on a table and screaming at the rest of the tributes to get up. Ryl shook his head and smiled as he turned north up the main road.

      The sun had already risen over the eastern palisade when Ryl began the last leg of his trek to Tabenville, casting long shadows across the road to his left. The previously featureless statue of Taben the Defender glared like a specter through the morning haze. He would have to travel fast if he wanted to make it the nearly twenty-five miles to the village before nightfall. Not only did he not want the ire of the guards, who were always active around the small village, he had no desire to get stuck in the Erlyn Woods after dark.

      Morning gave way to afternoon as Ryl continued his steady pace to the north, Taben and the mountainside becoming clearer and more defined with each passing mile. The giant statue’s face had, for miles, been nothing more than a silhouette. Now, it featured distinctly defined eyes that held their steadfast gaze forever west. The Haven Mountains emerged from the ground in the distance to the east at which point they were joined by the eastern palisade. To the west, their peaks stretched out, continuing as far as his eyes could see, a jagged grey line where they met the blue of the sky.

      Ryl had been closely watching the clouds that had been gathering to the south for the past several hours. The promise of a storm carried on the wind that now blew in swirling gusts against his back. He had been tempted on several occasions to deviate from his planned course up the main road to Tabenville. Ryl had considered spending the night at either Westwall, that lay nearly five miles to the west in the shadow of the western palisade, or Tureen, which sat in a small bowl created by the surrounding hills several miles off course to the east.

      Ryl couldn’t explain why, but he had been driven by an abnormally dogged determination throughout the day. From his late start through the unnerving threat of a storm, his mind focused singularly on the task ahead, and that was to reach his destination miles to the north.

      As he approached within a few miles of the orchard on the outskirts of the Erlyn Woods dark storm clouds, hastened by the wind, enveloped the sky overhead in a rolling grey darkness. The peaks of the mountains and the head of the statue of Taben had disappeared into the overcast sky, swallowed up by their grasp. There were still hours of sunlight remaining in the day, yet the sky was nearly as dark as night.

      The first raindrop struck hard and cold, rolling down the back of his arm, sending a chill through his body. Ryl looked behind him. Flashes of white illuminated the blackened clouds far to the south. The approaching rain, a hazy grey wall against the gloomy clouds, raced forward to meet him. He would never reach Tabenville before the storm, he wouldn’t even reach the Erlyn Woods. Ryl pushed himself forward into a sprint, hoping the shorter, stocky trees of the orchard would provide some respite from the punishing storm biting at his heels.

      The rain caught Ryl before he reached the relative safety of the orchard. The scattered drops became steady before the leading wall of water hit him with a terrifying force. His last several hundred meters to the orchard slowed to a staggered crawl, walking nearly sideways to balance his body against the driving wind. The stinging rain whipped across his face, his shirt making a snapping sound as it was driven back and forth in the wind.

      Ryl was soaked to the bone by the time he ducked beneath the branches of the fruit tree. The wind shook the tree violently, dropping unripened fruit and sticks around his feet. The thick base of the tree he had chosen for shelter split into three just above waist height. Its heavy, bushy branches spread further out than up, providing a small amount of succor from the wind and rain. He leaned his back against the bark, letting his body slide down into a squatting position. He hugged his small pack and water skin between his chest and knees, using the trunk to shield himself from the full force of the wind.

      Holding himself tightly to conserve as much heat as possible from the cold rain, Ryl could view very little from under his shelter. The pitch black clouds and the intensity of the rain blocked out the light. Flashes of bright white, occurring in ever-growing frequency, stabbed down from the sky, momentarily illuminating the drenched landscape as they clawed at the ground. Thunder broke through the pounding of the rain, shaking the earth, causing his heart to skip a beat.

      The trees of the orchard were planted on slightly elevated mounds and arranged in neat, straight paths. The water pouring from the sky turned these small indents into fast flowing shallow streams. Ryl shivered as the storm continued unleashing its fury.

      Another blinding flash of light was followed instantly by the deafening roar of thunder and the sharp splitting sound of wood being torn apart. He could feel the momentary heat from the bolt as it ravaged the tree next to his. The falling wood burst into flame, only to be doused in a hiss of steam. Half of the tree, severed from its pair, crashed toward the ground, ripping through the branches of Ryl’s temporary shelter. He dove out of the way, landing face first in the inches of water flowing between the rows. As quickly as his feet would carry him and the stream allowed, he sloshed across the gap finding relative sanctuary under a tree on the opposite side.

      It took Ryl’s heart a few minutes to settle down. His hands were shaking from the shock. He could almost hear the throbbing of his heart over the clash of the storm. The blood pumping through his veins made him feel alive. More alive than ever. He worked to suppress the impetuous feeling to walk out from his hiding place, to stand in the face of the storm’s fury and laugh as it parted around him.

      As his heart settled, so did the urge to race headlong into the storm’s path. The ear-piercing claps of thunder and merciless lightning slowed in their frequency and intensity, moving their punishing assault further to the north. After an hour, the rain had let up and the wind died down enough for Ryl to continue on in the storm’s wake toward Tabenville.

      He quickly changed into his other set of clothes from inside his small bag. They had been somewhat protected from the storm’s wrath, staying slightly drier in the process. Although moderately warmer than his current clothes, they were still wet and cold, and would only get worse traveling in the rain. The momentary relief would be a blessing.

      The river, at this point, usually ran about twenty meters from the road. However, swollen with the deluge of water, its banks now extended to the middle of the path. The normally lazy flow of the water now a rushing torrent, and Ryl carefully stepped his way along the far side of the road, deliberately placing each foot. A fall on the now rain-slicked road so close to the river could be deadly.

      The sky still churned with clouds. The rain was beginning to fall lighter, with staggered patches of large, heavy droplets. Ahead, Ryl could see flashes of light illuminate the tops of the Erlyn Woods as the storm crashed into the mountain. The clouds had brightened considerably albeit they still cast the surrounding land in an unnatural darkness.

      With his sluggish pace in addition to the delay from waiting out the worst of the storm’s fury, he would never make Tabenville before nightfall. Yet onward he must push. The path in front of him was his only option.

      The darkness of the Erlyn Woods was less than inviting.
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      The mud made Ryl’s light shoes feel like stones, forcing him to shake off his feet after every few steps. His sluggish trudge past the orchard, while only a little over a mile, seemed to take an eternity. The cloud-covered sky still issuing its rain was a dull grey, vaguely backlit by the light of the moon. The Erlyn Woods now loomed over him, creating a pitch black line that crept slowly higher the closer he approached.

      His fear was palpable.

      The Erlyn Woods were ancient, originating from a time long before the construction of the palisades. Long before the Ascertaining Decree. Long before the tributes. The trees of the Erlyn were gigantic, some stretching hundreds of meters into the air. The large leaves of the trees combined to create an interwoven canopy that blocked out the majority of the sunlight, giving the woods a hazy, stuffy and oppressive air. The light that did break through the leaves streaked to the ground in glowing rays.

      Out of necessity, the road cut a windy path as it followed the bends in the river through the woods. Maintaining the road was a difficult proposition, work assignments generally given out as punishments due to the laborious nature of the task. Efforts to widen or straighten the road had long since been abandoned. The woods somehow reclaimed its lost territory before any measurable progress could be made.

      The woods felt alive, however, not in the sense that there was an abundance of wildlife. In fact, within the confines of the woods it was the exact opposite. The small herds of deer that roamed The Stocks lived spread out across the land to the south and didn’t venture within its boundaries. The small rodents and hare avoided entering, leaving the woods eerily devoid of animal life. It was the woods themselves that felt unnaturally alive.

      The unrelenting feeling of being watched that followed from being within constant view of the palisades was amplified upon entering the woods. It was as if the trees themselves were keeping watch. The undergrowth was thick and knotted into an almost impassable bramble that appeared to change every time you looked at it.

      Ryl paused at the entrance, surveying the inky blackness before him. Taking a deep breath, he relaxed the tension that had subconsciously built in his shoulders. He stepped forward, crossing the threshold into the Erlyn Woods.

      Almost immediately, the feeling of unease grew tenfold. Ryl hadn’t made it more than a hundred paces before he spun around, convinced he’d find someone following him. He scanned the woods using his peripheral vision for any hint of movement. He stood watch for several minutes, keeping his movements slight, eyes trained to the surrounding forest, his ears alert.

      All was still.  All was silent.

      The road here in the Erlyn Woods was fairly dry, the canopy of leaves and vegetation having wicked the water away. Even with the intensity of the storm, the ground in the woods remained mostly undisturbed. Ryl could still hear the sound of the rain hitting the leaves high above, the soft patter of water on plant. The swollen river to his right gurgled as it rushed by.

      The ground had risen slightly in elevation since entering the forest path, leaving a small embankment from the rushing river up to the road on which Ryl now hesitantly traveled. A torch would have been helpful, but he would have to make do without. He wanted nothing more than to reach Tabenville where the warmth of a fire, even in the drafty interior of the boarding house, would do wonders to banish the chill that was sinking into his bones.

      Ryl moved cautiously forward, his eyes having adjusted now to the darkness. He could clearly make out the lighter road from the surrounding foliage. Existing in almost perpetual darkness, the woods had adapted over time. Small clumps of dimly glowing moss were scattered among the branches, standing out like distant beacons in the night. The feeling of unease continued to swell. Ryl increased his pace, propelling himself forward with the thought of leaving the woods.

      Ryl forced his mind onto a singular focus as he followed the road at a quickened pace. His eyes were glued to the lightened strip of ground at his feet. His ears trained on the sound of the river to his right. He nearly stumbled off the road into the chilled water as both road and river veered to the west, pivoting around the base of a massive tree. So focused was Ryl on maintaining the road that he nearly collided with a guard who had stopped to relieve himself against the backside of the trunk.

      Ryl let out an alarmed gasp and the guard yelped in surprise. Both stood motionless for a moment in genuine disbelief, as if questioning whether or not what was happening was truly real. The guard had wedged his torch into a knot in the base of the tree on its opposite side, preventing Ryl from noticing it until he rounded the tree. In the flickering light, Ryl must have taken on a wraithlike appearance as he had silently materialized from the dark.

      The guard reacted first, screaming over his shoulder for help, his cries immediately given response from a half a dozen other voices out of view around the next bend. As the guard fumbled for his torch, he knocked it out of its temporary sconce in the tree, sending it crashing to the ground. The flame snuffed out with a hiss of stream and a shower of sparks. Ryl seized advantage of the situation, turning to race back down the road toward the orchard.

      “Hey, stop,” the guard screamed. “Get back here. Help!”

      Glancing back over his shoulder Ryl glimpsed six additional torches burst out from around the side of the tree, quickly giving pursuit. Over their shouts to stop, the sound of their batons slapping against their light armor sent chills down Ryl’s spine.

      He knew he would never outrun them on the road. Diving into the rain-swollen river, even as competent a swimmer as he was, would be a death sentence. Allowing the guards to catch him now, hours after the nightly curfew, was a guaranteed punishment. Judging from the tone of the expletive-riddled shouts quickly gaining on him from the rear, the punishment would be severe. The beating would be severe. He was rapidly running out of options.

      He pumped his arms and legs, urging his body on faster and faster. The foreboding feeling of unease that had been present since his entrance into the woods was now surprisingly absent. The road seemed brighter, the rushing river to his left more defined. He could make out eddies in the water as it swept past the boulders jutting up from under the surface. The Erlyn Woods appeared less gloomy and shadowed. A small opening was visible through the bramble ahead.

      The road made a gentle corner as it passed the base of a tree. Ryl momentarily disappeared from the view of the pursuing guards. At breakneck speed, he veered to his right, plunged into a gap in the underbrush, its shadowy entrance dimly illuminated by the light of the glowing moss. Branches slapped at his faces, thorns tore into his clothing and skin. Within a dozen meters, his progress was slowed to nothing more than a stumbling walk. His shoulders bounced off trees and limbs, his feet and legs snagging on every bush. Still he plunged forward, his hands out in front to protect his face.

      Ryl paused for a moment, panting from the sudden exertion. The sound of his heart hammered in his ears. He could hear the guards moving away from his location, continuing to chase his ghost down the darkened road.

      He breathed a deep sigh of relief as he turned to watch the receding lights of the guards fade away through the trees. Cautiously moving forward, Ryl’s foot came down upon a stick, his weight snapping it before he could withdraw. Off balance, he pitched forward, catching himself against the base of a tree. The snap of the stick sounded like thunder through the forest. Only then did he notice the solitary guard that had been traveling in his companions’ wake.

      The guard he had stumbled into earlier must have paused to relight his torch while his comrades had carried on ahead. He slid to a stop on the road.

      “Stop! He's here!” he screamed to the rest of his party, waving his relit torch for attention.

      “The woods! He's in the woods,” he shouted.

      “Now how in the hells did you get in there, herd?” he cursed, apparently missing the opening that Ryl had slipped through.

      Ryl wasted no time, pushing himself off the tree that had arrested his fall, rushing away from the fuming guard who was now attempting to smash his way forward through the undergrowth. First a single voice, then a chorus of others; the sounds of cursing mixed with the knock of wood striking wood as they used batons to fight their way deeper into the forest.

      Ryl was astounded that none of the guards had discovered the path he had used to enter the woods, the same narrow path he still followed. From the sounds at his rear, the woods were proving to be a worthy adversary to the irritated advance of the guards. Even at the sluggish pace he was now taking, he seemed to be pulling away from them. Their shouts were growing more distant with every step.

      Feeling safer now that he had taken a small lead, Ryl turned his head to sneak a view of his pursuers. The lights from their torches could only be seen in brief flashes through the trees and undergrowth, their shouts more muted. His foot came down, expecting to hit solid ground, and only made contact with air.

      His body lurched forward and, for a sickening second, he felt nothing as he fell through the air. Pain was the next sensation as his left shoulder slammed into the hard soil. He bounced off the ground, flailing uncontrollably, his body rolling before striking the earth on his other side. Ryl’s head made contact with something solid. Bright lights flashed into his vision, then his senses plunged into blackness.
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      The first sensation Ryl felt upon opening his eyes was the unease. The sickening feeling that always accompanied his trips through the Erlyn Woods was more oppressive now than ever. He had never before ventured from the road. The disquiet weighed on him, nearly smothering him in fear.

      On separate occasions early in his time in The Stocks, Ryl had cautiously asked his friends, Elias and Quinlen, about the feeling of dread that accompanied him in the woods. Elias had asked if Ryl was feeling all right. Quinlen had laughed, blaming it on his overactive childish imagination. That was all the answer he needed; the subject was never broached with anyone again.

      But to Ryl, the feeling was certain. Now, the sensation was so powerful it made the hairs on his arms stand up. The urge to flee was potent. He flexed his muscles in quick succession. Legs, arms, stomach, shoulders. He wiggled his feet and hands and rolled his head cautiously from side to side. He was no mender, but nothing felt broken. If his head hurt from the fall, he was numb to the feeling, the sensation of dread overwhelming all else.

      Ryl rose to his feet as quickly as his body would allow. Gingerly, he put a hand to his head where it had struck the ground, expecting it to come back slick with blood. Astonishingly enough, his hand came back clean, yet he already felt soft scabs forming over the thin gash along his scalp. How long had he been unconscious?

      Looking skyward, Ryl could make out no light from either the sun or the moon. His eyes had adjusted to see the black shapes of trees and branches silhouetted against the dark grey of the interior of the forest. Scattered patches of light blue glowing moss illuminated only a small patch around them.

      The moss growing close to the ground cast enough light for Ryl to make out his immediate surroundings. He had landed in a small ravine, the exact distance was difficult to gauge in the darkness, but he appeared to have fallen some ten meters down a steep earthen slope. He scrambled back up the slope finding difficult foothold in the loose earth. A small vertical wall, only a few handbreadths in height, capped the top of the embankment.

      Ryl hoisted himself up and over the earthen lip, taking a moment to catch his breath at the top, laying on the soft ground. The forest was still, no wind traveled through the trees. His exhale was the only sound as it kicked up loose dirt, with it the smell of fresh earth and the decay of leaves.

      The forest was silent. He could no longer make out the sound of the rain falling on the canopy above nor the river rushing along next to the road. Also absent was the sound of the pursuing guards. Had he been unconscious for hours? For days? His clothes were still wet from the rain. It couldn't have been that long.

      Rising to his feet again, Ryl slowly began making his way back in the direction he believed he had entered from. From the position he had awoken in, and the disturbed earth of the sloping wall, he was certain which side of the ravine he had tumbled down. His fortuitous escape had been fairly quick and the small path he followed had run in a fairly straight line. Ryl was convinced that he would soon hear the gurgling of the river.

      He carefully slipped through the opening between two trees, walking slowly, testing every footstep before planting his full weight. Moving with his hands out in front of him, he felt his way from tree to tree. Every few steps, he would pause, nervously looking from side to side. There were no sounds other than the muffled crunching of the detritus underfoot, no movement save for his own. The unease he felt continued to intensify.

      Minutes passed, following the same order. Walk a few steps. Pause. Repeat. He squeezed his body through a small hole in the undergrowth. Ryl was now convinced that he’d been traveling in the wrong direction. What he had thought was the path by which he‘d escaped into the woods was now no more a path than he a free man. He stared ahead into the knotted face of a large tree. The brambles on both sides wrapped so close, there was no way through.

      He cursed quietly at himself for taking the wrong route. All the same, he was certain he was heading toward the river. He should have been able to hear it by now.

      Ryl turned around, eager to backtrack his way to the ravine, determine where he had gone wrong, and free himself from these cursed woods. To his horror, the avenue he had just traveled was now an impassable wall of bramble. He squeezed his eyes shut, covering them roughly with his hand. Had he hit his head harder than he had thought? He had witnessed the damage a blow to the head could cause. An unfortunate tribute named Calin had once been caught out after curfew, and an ill-placed blow to the skull from a guard’s baton had robbed him of the gift of speech. Calin had spent the rest of his cycles in The Stocks in silence.

      Ryl slowly opened his eyes, hoping that he had been mistaken, that it had merely been a visual trick played by his eyes in the low light. The sight that greeted him was devastating. The wall of brambles that stared back at him looked even thicker than before. Frantically spinning the other direction, Ryl found that the tree that had blocked his path was no longer there either. In its place was another wall of thorns.

      Ryl fell to his knees, slamming his fist into the ground.

      “What in the hells is happening here?” Ryl whined out loud.

      His heart began racing as the panic set in. He was cold. The chill of the air seeped through his dampened clothes. He was thirsty. Reaching for his water skin, his heart sank further as he realized that it, along with his pack, were no longer there. He must have lost them when he tumbled into the ravine. On top of everything else, the unease continued to permeate the air.

      Ryl closed his eyes. He took a deep breath. Holding it in, he paused to calm his racing heart. These woods would not break him. Through every second of suffering he had experienced in his short life, he had not broken. He had survived his parents’ betrayal. He had endured the brandings and the beatings. He faced losing friends to the same cruel masters every cycle.

      He would endure. These woods were not his journey’s end. With a hardened will, Ryl stood, facing the oppressive feeling head on. Finally, he exhaled a long, slow calming breath.

      The hint of a breeze brushed a strand of stray hair into Ryl's face. After growing accustomed to the total absence of wind, the gentle breath of air was startling. Ryl cautiously turned his head from side to side, scanning the brambles and darkened wood. As always, there was no sign of motion to accompany the unease that lurked around him. He whipped his head around, facing straight into the breeze.

      The feeling of unease that had weighed upon him since entering the woods dissipated to nothing. Ryl looked toward the wall of woods to his right, confused by the sudden change in feeling. The unease that had always been synonymous with the Erlyn Woods crept back in. Turning again to face the breeze, the feeling again faded as if it had never been there.

      Curious, Ryl turned to his left, experiencing the same familiar sensation of unease. Facing into the breeze once more, the discomfort washed from him as if it were dust being blown away by the wind. Ryl was hopelessly lost, penned into a small opening in an ever-changing forest. Facing the wind, he closed his eyes, slightly elevating his head, letting it blow the hair off his face. The wind left him feeling rejuvenated.

      His vision was clearer pointing into the wind, his senses felt more alive. Ryl could now make out details that were hitherto imperceptible in the gloom of the forest. He could see the rough texture and crevasses of the tree bark. He could make out the black pointed tips of the thorns in the underbrush, glistening with moisture, patiently waiting to strike the first passerby who dared to roam too close to their grasp. He could see the individual veins of the broad leaves hanging from the lower reaches of the branches.

      The air smelled fresh. No longer the lingering stale odor of decaying plant matter. He yearned to be out of the Erlyn Woods, to be back in the unsafe, yet predictable confines of the villages. At the same time, the freedom from the oppression that the breeze provided was exhilarating. In this moment, he was free. He was determined to make this feeling a reality. He had no concept of how he could accomplish the task, but his mind was made up. He would not remain in chains.

      The clean air beckoned him onward and, subconsciously, he took a slow, measured step forward. Almost immediately, the wind began picking up speed. What started as a barely perceptible breeze began to grow exponentially. Ryl leaned forward, bracing himself against the wind, his hair and tattered clothes billowing out behind him. He could see the branches in the distance begin to sway, the glowing moss tracing their paths through the dark woods like a falling star across the night sky. The rolling of the wind through the forest swept closer and closer. Ryl stood transfixed watching as the trees and branches swayed in ever-increasing intensity as the air gained speed.

      The swelling wind whistled through the woods. Ryl stood like a statue, defiant in the face of the onslaught. As the wind whipped around him, he could clearly make out what sounded like his name whispered in the gusts—a subliminal message laced into the strengthening gale. Branches rattled against branches and trees groaned as they shook from side to side, bending like grass in the wind. The combined cacophony of the forest sounded like thunder as it split the sky.

      The wind continued to escalate and Ryl felt his feet sliding backward. He turned his shoulder slightly to divert some of the force, bringing his arm up to cover his face. He adopted a slightly crouched stance, digging his feet into the ground for traction. The detritus of the forest; chunks of loose earth and moss, leaves and small sticks, pulverized his body. Sand and dirt grated against every inch of exposed skin, stinging his face, forearms, hands and lower legs.

      Ryl struggled to maintain his hold on the ground with every last ounce of his might. He thought of turning to run, to hide from the punishing winds. Where would he go? Fear began to slowly take root in his mind, eroding his confidence.

      “No,” Ryl screamed into the wind. Slowly, ever so slowly, he leaned further into the gale, dragging his foot forward another inch, in one last defiant move before his quickly flagging strength left him entirely; before it left him to the mercy of the wind.

      No sooner had he taken the determined shuffle forward, the wind died down just as quickly as it had started. Ryl was leaning so hard into the gale, he pitched forward, falling onto his hands and knees. A gentle breeze now wandered through the trees. The swaying branches were now still, the final falling leaves slowly making their spiraling paths toward the forest floor.

      Ryl remained on his hands and knees for a moment, panting from the exertion. His lower legs were burning from the strain, his skin stinging from the abrasive wind. The forest was again silent except for the sound of his breath and the rhythmic cadence of his heart. Ryl gingerly took to his feet, wiping off the leaves and dirt that had accumulated on his shirt and skin.

      The Erlyn Woods looked starkly different now than they had upon his entry. He slowly spun in a circle, admiring the tranquil beauty of the woods. Gone entirely was the feeling of unease. Ryl no longer felt the malignant glare of the trees as they loomed over him. The brambles were less dense, small paths weaving through their patches.

      The woods now radiated a placid calmness and a benign welcome.

      Making a full circle, Ryl stopped, looking into what appeared to be a tunnel through the trees. The branches and vines formed a carefully manicured ceiling, draping down over the sides of a solitary, straight pathway. His vision in the forest had greatly improved, however, the tunnel carried on past the range his eyes could perceive. A lone light twinkled brightly somewhere far in the distance.

      Cautiously, he stepped into the arboreal tunnel. The mild breeze outside was more noticeable inside the covered walkway as it funneled the air down the path. The vines and branches that comprised the loosely constructed wall swayed ever so slightly. The air carried a hint of smoke, acrid and yet at the same time sweet. Ryl felt comfortable, his body at ease as he proceeded into the darkness, although his eyes still tracked his peripherals for signs of movement.

      The ground of the walkway was surprisingly flat and clean of debris, as if it had been recently swept by unseen hands. Ryl stopped, bending down to study the surface, placing his hand upon the cool earth. Looking behind him, he could clearly make out only a single set of footprints as his clearly-defined feet indented into the soil. The ground in front remained untouched.

      The flickering light continued to grow brighter as Ryl progressed further down the path, the smell of smoke more pronounced. Was the light from a campfire? Never in all his cycles in The Stocks, nor through stories relayed to him from other tributes, had he heard of anyone living in the Erlyn Woods. The only hint of residents within its domain was in childhood myths of Taben's army, who were fabled to have hidden here as they waged war against the evil from the Outlands. Ryl wrote these references off as exaggerated tales grown into legends over centuries of telling.

      As Ryl edged ever closer to the flickering light, it became strikingly clear that it was, indeed, from a small fire. The orange and yellow flames eagerly danced into the air, the light splashed on the walls of the path ahead in an ever-changing rhythm.

      Some fifty meters from the small fire, Ryl slowed again, checking the ground for signs of any other travelers. Finding no trace of anyone’s passing, he continued to creep closer to the blaze. He had noted no other paths entering or exiting the one he walked on, however, someone had to have lit the fire. He chilled at the thought of another flight from the guards if it turned out to be theirs. But the prospect of warming himself by the fire drove him onward.

      Ryl was within twenty meters of the fire when the enclosed path he was following came to a doorway of sorts. Two massive trees, each far wider than he could stretch his arms stood like sentinels on either side of a tunnel bored directly into the side of a steep embankment. Ryl couldn't determine how far the hill rose, as the underbrush and branches blocked his view.

      The tunnel’s entrance was wide enough for Ryl to fit through comfortably and extended up nearly a head above his own. The ceiling was plenty tall enough, yet it still gave him the sensation that he should duck his head while passing through. Without hesitation, Ryl stepped into the tunnel.

      Inside, the ceiling almost immediately rose a full meter above his head. Ryl doubted that he could reach it even standing on his toes. The walls on either side spread out leaving enough room for two people to walk side by side. Quickly glancing around the interior, he noted the walls and ceiling of the shaft appeared to be stone, their uneven appearance hinting at a natural creation.

      The walls had a sheen to them, giving a damp look that glistened while reflecting the light from the fire in the distance. The scattered reflections in constant motion mimicked the movement of the fire. The air was noticeably warmer inside, the smell of smoke stronger, yet not overpowering.

      Standing in the middle of the tunnel, Ryl stretched out his arms, placing a hand on either wall. The stones were dry and surprisingly warm to the touch. The quiet crackling of the fire was the only sound disturbing the silence. He moved forward a step, letting his hands drag carefully along the walls. The scuff of his shoe seemed to echo as it continued throughout the cavern. Step by step, he approached the fire, his anticipation growing with every passing inch.

      The fire revealed more details about the cavern ahead as he slowly approached. The small blaze appeared to be in the center of a circular chamber, surrounded by five evenly spaced stones for seats. The fire was neatly constructed, the vertical uprights of a spit stood empty on either side. Ryl’s mouth watered at the thought of a hot meal. He subconsciously wrapped both arms around his stomach, hoping to mute the hungry rumble that threatened to escape.

      Ryl stealthily approached the end of the tunnel, listening for any sound of movement within, scanning the ground for any sign of recent passage. He cautiously peeked his head into the room, glancing quickly from side to side to take in the cavern.

      The cave opened up at the end of the tunnel making a rough dome some ten meters across. The natural walls made from similar rock as the tunnel shined with the same brilliance, illuminating the chamber. The light from the fire, reflecting off the rocks gave the room a rippling appearance, almost like the walls were in a constant state of motion.

      To his right, the chamber featured a small stone lip a few feet up from the floor that protruded several feet out from the rest of the wall. A massive cross-section of a tree served as a table. The wooden surface had the look of ages of disuse. Another similar bench ran along the wall on the opposite side, two pallets in varying stages of disuse were spaced evenly between it and the fire. A small pile of neatly stacked, decaying wood sat along the wall behind the blaze, a rusted axe leaned against a dull outcropping of stone. The stone looked strangely incongruent with the glossy interior of the tunnel and cavern.

      There were no exits leading from the chamber aside from the path that Ryl had entered from. The room was barren and looked as if it hadn’t seen an inhabitant for cycles. Who then, had lit the fire? Ryl stepped closer to the flames, greedily soaking in the warmth. He held his hands out in front of him, rubbing them together in the heat of the fire, staring thoughtlessly into the flames.

      A popping sound from a log signaled the escape of an errant ember. Ryl watched as its lazy arc sent it skipping across the floor, shedding sparks with every bounce. The glowing orange ember finally came to a rest in front of the dull rock along the back wall. Without a sound, the stone shifted upward to reveal a sandaled foot, which stretched out, grinding the ember into the floor.

      Ryl couldn’t move. Every sense in his body screamed in protest, but his muscles were locked in position staring at the scene before him. The foot withdrew slightly, and the center of the stone parted, revealing two hands.

      Human hands.

      The hands moved up, lifting a rock-crusted hood that had been pulled down to cover a face wizened by age. A small crooked smile crossed his lips, tugging up one side of his wiry beard.

      “Welcome, friend. We’ve been waiting for you.”
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      Time ticked slowly by as Ryl stood frozen in shock, eyes transfixed on the figure that sat, legs now crossed, studying him with patient eyes. The voice that had issued forth from the character on the opposite side of the fire had bespoken no animosity or disgust. Although spoken in no more than a whisper, the sound had filled the room, while at the same time felt as if it had been merely a thought in his mind. Ryl experienced an intense feeling of welcome, peacefulness and comfort conveyed with the words. The confusion caused by the unnatural sensation must have been visible on his face, eliciting a small chuckle from the stranger.

      “My apologies, it’s been a long while since I’ve had the pleasure of conversation,” the man’s raspy voice intoned. The voice no longer felt or sounded inside Ryl’s head.

      “I overlooked the lack of comprehension in an unawakened mind,” he said casually. “Please have a seat.”

      The man waved to the seats around the fire.

      “I’m sure you have plenty of questions, I am at your disposal.” The man bowed his head and rose to his feet with a grace that belied his apparent age.

      The stone-like shell that had surrounded his figure relaxed with an aqueous quality. The rigid shape that had formed a dull pile of stone moments ago now flowed into a smooth fabric robe in a wave that started from his head, rolling down to his feet. Ryl was astonished. The stranger paid the feat no mind.

      The man was almost a head shorter than Ryl, still standing straight, defying the effects of his obvious age. His long grey hair was tied behind his head, his matching grey beard thin and wiry. His aquiline nose matched his angular bony cheeks and brows. His eyes were bright and clear, however, the reflection of the fire made them appear as if they were burning.

      “Who are you?” Ryl asked, immediately regretting the forcefulness and unintended rudeness of the inquiry.

      As if reading his discomfort were as simple as distinguishing the night from the day, the man answered, his words imbued with a feeling of absolute forgiveness and understanding.

      “Please, feel no regret for the tone of your voice, my friend,” he said. “I assure you that I harbor no ill will toward you.”

      He leaned down to stir the fire with the unburnt end of a small stick, sending a shower of sparks into the air.

      “But, your question is a logical starting point,” the stranger continued. “The answer in its entirety is a story for another day, perhaps. I have been known by many names throughout the cycles, however, for the present, you may call me Da’agryn.”

      He finished with a bow at the waist.

      “And may I have the pleasure of knowing your name, my friend?” Da’agryn added.

      “Ryl, sir,” Ryl squeaked in response.

      “Ryl,” Da’agryn repeated, his eyes wandering the walls of the dome, lost in thought as if his mind was dissecting the name. “Ryl, a good strong name, if I might add. Now, my friend, we’ll have to agree to dispense with the formalities. I’m no more a ‘sir’ than you are the King of Damaris.”

      “Well then, what are you?” Ryl asked.

      “Another fine question,” Da'agryn added. “And yet another complicated answer, I’m afraid.”

      A slight frown crossed the old man's face.

      “I’m a thinker, a messenger, a wanderer, an outcast.” He paused. “And like you, a phrenic.”

      Again, Ryl’s look of confusion earned an immediate, patient explanation.

      “Apologies again, Ryl. You’ll have to forgive this old mind of mine,” Da’agryn pleaded, standing from his position stirring the fire. “I forget the times you live in now are not so amenable to those like us and the names have changed over the cycles.”

      “You’re a tribute, too,” Ryl interrupted excitedly.

      “A tribute?” Da’agryn spat angrily. “A mockery of a title. There’s nothing given freely here.”

      Just as quickly as the anger arose, Da’agryn calmed.

      “In my time, we were known as the phrenic. Respected, not penned in and herded like animals,” he continued. “But, yes, in matters of the blessing within our blood, I am a tribute like you.”

      Ryl was more shocked to hear the alexen in his blood was referred to as a blessing, rather than the statement that the old man shared the same condition as him. The unwelcomed inherited condition had caused so much torment, so much pain, with so little answers.

      “A blessing,” Ryl hissed, his anger rising. “This condition has brought nothing but pain. This condition is a curse.”

      Ryl could feel his heart rate rising. The heat of the fire felt cool in comparison to the boiling blood flowing through his veins. The flickering of the flames slowed, appearing to solidify before his eyes. He resisted the urge to reach out and pluck a stray wisp of fire from the air, as if he could have handled it like a stone. Da’agryn flashed him a knowing look with a hint of surprise.

      “Ryl, you must listen to me,” Da’agryn whispered. A calm flowed over Ryl like a wave, followed by intense heat. Ryl hadn’t realized he had taken a step closer to the fire and leaped back, sitting dejectedly on the cold hard stone seat. He squinted his eyes shut, rubbing the base of his palms in circular motions on his temples. His head was an ocean of questions. As soon as one would take shape, it was swallowed up by a swell of a thousand others.

      “I’ve seen that look in your eyes many times, my friend,” Da’agryn reassured softly, making his way around the fire to sit on the stone next to Ryl’s.

      “I remember that feeling as if it were only last moon,” he continued. “You must do your best to remain calm, focus on slowing your breathing. You must remain in control of your emotions. You’re close to peaking far earlier than expected, and without knowledge and guidance, you pose a danger to yourself, and others.”

      “I don’t understand,” Ryl choked out.

      He was doing his best to hold back the frustrated tears that threatened to escape his eyes.

      “What’s happening to me? Why’s this happening? Who are you?” Ryl blurted out, nearly drowning in questions.

      “I will explain everything I can,” Da’agryn said with a smile. “First, let’s get some food in you. Come with me, we can talk while we walk.”

      Without waiting for a reply, Da’agryn rose and began walking toward the entrance to the tunnel. He paused just before entering, beckoning Ryl along with a wave of his hand. Ryl’s hunger for knowledge and sustenance overpowered any trepidation or fear of following the old man.

      Da’agryn turned as Ryl approached, his easy gait slowly leading them down the shimmering passage.

      “Your people have been led to believe that the alexen in your blood is akin to a curse. You’ve been persecuted unjustly because of the blood that flows within your veins. Of that, you are already profoundly aware,” Da’agryn stated plainly. “The blood that courses through you contains power, for both you and others.” Da’agryn stopped and faced Ryl.

      “May I see your neck,” he asked politely. Instinctively, Ryl turned his head to the left, looking down at the ground.

      “Ah, it is as I thought,” Da’agryn muttered to himself, nodding his head up and down in approval, a broad smile stretching across his face.

      “I’m sure you’ve heard the word ‘active’ when used to describe your alexen,” he continued. “Blood like yours has been cataloged only a handful of times throughout the ages. Tell me, Ryl, do you understand what those numbers burned into your neck mean?”

      H1351+. The image of his brand flashed in his mind.

      “It’s the mark of my Harvest cycle,” Ryl said.

      “Yes, that much is true,” Da’agryn acknowledged. “But do you know why it is that cycle?” Ryl shook his head slowly. There was so much he didn’t understand about his blood, his mark and his situation.

      “The alexen inside you is, in essence, a living entity, composed of an innumerable number of individual units. Though the alexen has been present since your birth, it doesn’t become active all at once, but opens slowly, like a flower. When in full bloom, it is considered to have reached its optimal saturation, or peak as the phrenic have called it,” Da’agryn explained. “The mender who drew your blood when you were just a boy, tested it, separated it by a process that has remained in essence a mystery. By using a specially concocted set of solutions and reagents, they are able to essentially isolate the alexen from the rest of your blood. They then add a drop of this to a small sample of animal blood, and watch for the reaction. The alexen attacks the blood of the animal like a foreign invader causing a black stain to appear. By carefully timing the length it takes for this reaction to occur, the menders can, in most situations and with a fairly high degree of certainty, I might add, judge the number of cycles it will take a person’s blood to reach its peak. Your Harvest date is always scheduled several cycles in advance. Wouldn’t want the tributes learning that the blood they’ve cursed for cycles is actually a blessing in disguise.”

      As the pair reached the end of the tunnel, Da’agryn stopped, placing his hand on Ryl’s shoulder. The old man looked Ryl in the eye, the corner of his mouth turning up into a mischievous smile.

      “But, they were wrong about you,” Da’agryn said. His words carried a feeling of pride that swelled through Ryl. “Active alexen like yours has never been studied, hasn’t been seen in generations. It’s unpredictable. It adapts. Yours is peaking well ahead of schedule.”

      The information was a shock to Ryl’s system. For half of his life, the thought of his blood had been revolting. It had cost him everything, stolen his family, taken friend after friend, been the harbinger of torture, both physical and mental, and had imprisoned him into a life of slavery.

      “What is the purpose of all of this?” Ryl asked, his voice dripping with spite, swinging his arm in a half-circle in front of his body. “Why go through all the trouble of The Stocks? What power does this blessing contain that is so coveted to justify all of this?”

      “Another good question,” Da’agryn replied. “In truth, there is nothing that justifies all of this. I’m sure you know naught what life a tribute leads after their Harvest?

      Ryl shook his head. Once a tribute left The Stocks, they were never heard from again, yet he had no idea their fate.

      “I will only go so far with the truth here, my friend,” Da’agryn stated cautiously. “However, please do not mistake my lack of information with any attempt to deceive. Knowledge can be both a blessing and a curse depending on the context.”

      He took a deep breath, centering himself before continuing.

      “Your means of labor will change, but your life of servitude will not end with the Harvest,” he said.

      He placed his sympathetic arm on Ryl’s shoulder again, this time giving a gentle squeeze.

      “The blood that flows from here,” Da’agryn tapped his finger on Ryl’s chest, directly over his heart, “is a powerful ingredient to a very few with the dark knowledge and the skill. An ingredient that when combined correctly, can extend their life and grant wisdom well beyond normal means. Powers which, I need to mention, can be unlocked in you as well.”

      Ryl turned his head to view the phrenic with rapt attention.

      “As for what other powers your blood holds, I may be of some assistance,” he continued, suddenly upbeat, patting Ryl on the shoulder before removing his hand and resuming his walk into the forest. “You’re long overdue for your first lesson, young Ryl. Come with me.”

      Ryl followed in silence as they made their way a short distance down the forest path. His head swam with thought, simultaneously overflowing with ideas while clogging with questions.

      He thought back to events over the previous moons, picking up small inconsistencies. Most recently with the master; when time had seemed to freeze for a second. In the forest, his vision and senses had felt more alive. In the cave with Da’agryn, the fire seemed to stop. Each situation was unusually stressful in its own right. His emotion took the lead in each.

      “Are these powers activated during stressful situations, or by anger?” Ryl broke the short silence. Da’agryn turned and smiled.

      “A powerful observation, Ryl,” Da’agryn acknowledged. “In short, to an unawakened one such as yourself, yes, that can be true. I saw that look in your eyes when we were by the fire. You may have also experienced a loss of control during these situations, an incredible desire to fight when flight is the logical answer.”

      Ryl nodded his head in agreement.

      “We will talk more on this later,” Da'agryn carried on, ending the current line of questioning. “Were we in my laboratory, your tutelage would be vastly different. However, the knowledge contained there has most likely been lost for the ages, but a lesson is a lesson nonetheless.”

      They came to an intersection in the path. Ryl had entered from the passage that continued on straight ahead. He had been careful to observe his surroundings. How could he have missed such a clearly defined pathway? Da'agryn snorted out a small laugh, while stroking his grey beard with his hand.

      “You were thinking that you couldn't have missed this path on the way in, were you not?” Da'agryn said, more as a statement of fact than a question.

      “This forest you now call the Erlyn Woods has been here for longer than time can remember,” he instructed. “They are in and of themselves one large sentient being. They have their own will and consciousness, feelings and emotions. You can communicate with them quite easily once you understand how.”

      Ryl looked around at the towering trees, creeping vines and underbrush with a newfound wonder.

      “How could the Erlyn Woods communicate?” Ryl asked astonished. “I’ve always felt a profound feeling of unease here. Was that unexplained feeling the woods communicating with me?”

      “Another fine observation,” he said with a smile. “The Erlyn Woods and I have been looking for you for cycles. That feeling was her calling out to you.”

      “How come no one else could hear her as well?” Ryl asked.

      “The Erlyn has always shared a symbiotic relationship with the phrenic,” Da'agryn explained, moving down the smaller fork in the pathway. “The doors to her paths will open for any tribute enlightened enough to understand how to ask. The call you felt was different. She was testing you in the only way she knew how.”

      Ryl did his best to study the path they now traveled on while still concentrating on the conversation at hand. The woods here were less dense, the glowing moss illuminating the surrounding glades of large leaf trees. The ground was virtually free of the dense, thorny underbrush, and appeared to be covered in a soft, thick green moss. The pathway was again neat and clear of all debris.

      “The Erlyn was calling to you in a voice only one with active alexen could hear,” Da’agryn continued. “She tested you in her small clearing in a way that only one nearing their peak could pass before allowing you to come to me.”

      “What would have happened had I not passed her test?” Ryl asked, looking at the surrounding woods cautiously.

      “The Erlyn has ever offered safe haven to the phrenic. I assure you, she meant you no harm,” Da'agryn said with a reassuring smile. “Ah, here we are.”

      The path they had been following ended in a small circular clearing, a blanket of grass covering the floor. Sweet smelling wildflowers dotted its edges, giving the area a pleasant aroma. Looking up, Ryl saw a sliver of the night sky through a small opening in the canopy, the stars twinkling brightly overhead.

      “You've proven yourself worthy in the eyes of the Erlyn. You will find no more locked doors here, her secrets are yours to explore,” Da'agryn said, crossing the small glade. He placed a hand upon the bark of a large tree, bowing his head reverently. The leaves rustled slightly in appreciation.

      “Communicating with the Erlyn is quite simple really,” he continued. “Close your eyes, concentrate on my voice and follow my commands.”

      Ryl did as he was bid—closing his eyes, plunging his world into darkness.

      “The Erlyn doesn't have eyes with which to see or ears with which to hear like you and I,” Da'agryn lectured. “She communicates through emotions and feelings. You’ll need to be as precise as possible with your commands. Clear your mind of all extraneous thoughts.”

      In the last day, Ryl's world had been turned upside down. He found it difficult to quiet the questions churning within his mind. Sensing his struggle, Da'agryn came to his aid, a feeling of calm rushing over his body.

      “Focus on my voice,” Da’agryn hummed. His voice took on a melodic quality. “Now, slow your breathing.”

      Ryl focused on his breath. Deliberately deep inhales preceded long exhales as the extraneous thoughts quieted in his mind.

      “We need the Erlyn to open the way to the small pond hidden within her midst. Even though you've never seen it before, I need you to picture a pond, ringed by tall trees,” he continued.

      “Imagine its crystal blue, clean water. One side is capped by a white sand beach, the other home to tall grasses that grow from its shallows.”

      He paused, allowing Ryl to focus on those images. “Now, you need to project your desire to be there,” Da'agryn instructed. “The Erlyn will show you the way.”

      Ryl focused his mind on the images described in the scene, his deep, steady breathing keeping the rest of his questioning mind at bay. He could hear the cool waters gently lapping against the shore. He could feel the white sand beneath his toes. He forced the feeling outward, willing the Erlyn to hear him, to answer his call.

      Ryl was sweating when he opened his eyes, chest heaving from the unexpected exertion. He looked around the small glade, noting that everything appeared very much the same as before. With a frown, he turned dejected to face Da’agryn, who was beaming like a proud parent watching his child take its first step, his smile spreading ear to ear.

      “It will get easier with practice,” he said merrily. “She heard you. See for yourself.”

      Da'agryn pointed toward the Erlyn over Ryl’s shoulder. For a moment, the woods remained static, everything appearing the same as it had moments earlier. Without warning, the Erlyn seemed to flex, as if taking a vast breath, and a gust of wind rushed through the glade, catching Ryl off guard. The woods distorted before his eyes, rippling like water.

      Starting from the forest floor, a great ripple spread out following the axis of the ground toward his feet and racing up the face of the trees toward the sky. The trunk of the medium-sized tree twisted like a piece of clothing wrung out to drain the water, its bows separating to form the walls of a new short path. Moonlight sparkled off the water of the pond in the distance.

      “What just happened?” Ryl asked astonished, eyes and mouth agape.

      “The Erlyn’s skills, although they far surpass those any phrenic could hope to attain, are similar to those the majority of us share,” Da'agryn explained. “The power to manipulate emotions and feelings and even, to a certain degree, to create illusions is commonplace among the phrenic.”

      “Will I be able to do that?” Ryl interrupted excitedly, waving his hands toward the woods that had magically shifted to reveal the hidden path.

      “To an extent, yes.” Da’agryn laughed. “That and much more, my friend.”

      Da’agryn began slowly walking toward the glimmering pool in the distance.

      “Think back to when you first met me in the cave,” he said. “When you first found me, you mistook the cloak you see me wearing right now for a rock. Yet, the composition of the cloak never changed.”

      He held out a fold of the billowing cloak for Ryl to feel, rubbing it between his thumb and forefinger.

      “I was able to convince your mind that what you were seeing was stone and not cloth,” Da’agryn confided. “Illusion, let me warn you now, is a very difficult skill to master, a feat few phrenic ever pursued. Even most simple illusions require a great deal of concentration. Were I to have been walking, the illusion most assuredly would have failed to convince all but the most simple of minds. Now that you have seen it once, I’m afraid, there is a very high likelihood that it would not convince you were I to attempt it a second time.”

      “That’s incredible,” Ryl acknowledged. “With their powers over the common citizen, were the phrenic that you speak of the kings and queens, or the ruling class of their society?”

      “Far from it,” Da’agryn protested. “The phrenic have always followed a strict code, sworn before our awakening to never hold dominion over our fellow man. We have happily served as educators, philosophers, counselors, negotiators and even activists when needed. Since we’ve met, I’m sure you’ve noticed that some of my statements have elicited stronger emotional reactions from you than you are accustomed to?”

      An out of place wave of mirth swept over Ryl and he stopped, turning to face the man.

      “As you can see, an out of place emotion can elicit just as powerful a reaction if used correctly,” Da’agryn said. “Calm has been used to diffuse anger. Anger has been used to awaken the naive into a justly needed action.”

      Ryl thought for a moment, pondering the right words before making his next statement.

      “So, the phrenic were manipulators,” Ryl said, trying to convey a feeling of praise, as he truly had no intention of offending his new companion. “If so, what did they stand to gain?”

      Da’agryn smiled.

      “An admirable first attempt, Ryl,” Da’agryn proclaimed, clapping Ryl solidly on the shoulder. “No offense taken, my friend. In a sense, some were. There is vast knowledge locked in your blood, an inherent understanding of the world in which you live that, hopefully, you will learn to access in time. The skills were never to be used for personal gain. However, I’ll admit we have walked a very fine line from time to time. Our position was to advise the course of action most beneficial to all. The decision whether or not to act upon that knowledge was not our calling.”

      “There were some phrenic that possessed more tangible powers as well, although they were rare, indeed,” Da'agryn continued. “The phrenic were broken down into three sects, intellectual, physical, and elemental. All phrenic show some form of intellectual advance, however, some also possessed great strength, building the architectural wonders the world knows today. Some possessed inhuman speed, some possessed the ability to hold a varied degree of control over the elements at will. Once the alexen in your blood peaks, it works to slow the natural aging process, prevents illness as well as dramatically increases the body’s innate ability to heal itself. It is the ability to slow the aging process that the Kingdom of Damaris has coveted so fiercely.”

      Ryl and Da'agryn exited the narrow path into a massive clearing. At first glance, Ryl estimated it to be several hundred meters across in each direction. The forest on all sides closely bordered the waters of a large pond. Its dark blue waters rippled gently, shimmering as they reflected the light of the moon and stars above.

      True to Da'agryn’s description, the side of the lake closest to them contained a pristine sand beach. The water lapped quietly against the white sand. Da'agryn steered them toward a large flat boulder that jutted out into the water, from the left strand of the beach.

      Ryl was awestruck by the serene beauty of the pond. There was a harmony here. The feeling of peace washed over him with every miniature swell of the water that rolled onto the sand.

      “This is truly one of the world's hidden treasures,” Da'agryn said with an obvious reverence, breaking the silence. “There are few other places that hold such peace and majesty.”

      Ryl, who was lost for words, merely nodded in agreement, continuing to silently soak in the scene until they arrived at the large rock.

      Following Da'agryn, Ryl mounted the boulder, stopping next to him at its end. He motioned for Ryl to kneel beside him.

      “The Erlyn does more than provide safe harbor to the wayward phrenic you know,” Da'agryn said, pointing to the shimmering waters. “She will willingly provide sustenance. All you need to do is ask. Clear your mind like before, however, this time, picture a fish. You must always take care to be as detailed in your mind as possible. Visualize every scale, how the water rushes through the gills, everything you can.”

      “How will we catch the fish once it's here? I see no net or poles,” Ryl asked curiously.

      “You will see,” was all he received in reply.

      Ryl again forced himself to concentrate on an image of a fish. Having taken part in the annual fish harvest on several occasions, he imagined those. He felt the slippery texture of the scales on his hands, visualized the fins that propelled it through the water. He pushed the image out to the woods.

      He had been concentrating so hard on the image of the fish that when he opened his eyes, his vision blurred and he collapsed forward. Da'agryn's hand caught him by the back of his shirt, gently pulling him back from the edge before he slipped into the crystal clear waters.

      Ryl lay still for a minute, blinking his eyes tightly as his blurred vision corrected. Da'agryn was kneeling a pace away when he sat up slowly, his watchful eyes observing his condition.

      “I think that's enough practice for the day, wouldn't you say?” he said with a smile. “You think you're up to lending a hand? Learning to control your gifts can be extraordinarily taxing, especially at the start.”

      Ryl crawled to the edge of the rock, looking down into the calm waters. A school of large fish moved slowly in a circle, brushing against the side of their outcropping. Da'agryn reached into the water, pulling a fish out with ease, motioning for Ryl to do the same.

      “I've never caught a fish with my hands,” Ryl admitted. “Is there a trick to it?”

      “All that's needed here is a tight grip,” Da’agryn replied. “The Erlyn provides this bounty willingly. I urge you not to overtax her favor though. Her bounty is not infinite. With enough practice, some fish in the wild, as well as small game can be convinced to remain still for a short period of time. However, they will spook easily. Failure of the first attempt will inevitably doom the next.”

      Ryl looked back down at the churning mass of fish. Visually selecting his target, he took a deep steadying breath, then plunged his hand into the chilled water of the pond. He grabbed the fish just above the gills, surprised at the how easily it gave itself in to capture. Just as quickly as they had appeared, the school of fish retreated, disappearing into the depths of the pool. Ryl looked around at the surrounding forest, concentrating on sending out a wave of gratitude for the bounty.

      Da’agryn dipped his head in approval.

      “Well done. Now, let’s bring these back and eat,” he said.
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      Ryl slumped back against the rock seat near the fire. He stared blankly at the skeletal remains of the fish he had caught and devoured. The food had done wonders to fill his aching belly. The water from the skins Da'agryn had filled from the pond were clean and refreshing. The toils of the last several days as well as the added expenditure of energy attempting his newfound talents had left him mentally and physically drained. He fought back the urge to sleep.

      The walk back had been filled with conversation, albeit brief, revealing a history that Ryl never knew existed. At one time, the phrenic had numbered in the thousands, spread out through Damaris and the known world, mixing freely with the population. Some sought employ within the courts, advising kings and nobles. Their skills as strategists, negotiators, councilors and prophets were highly sought after. Others remained within the general public, serving as menders, artists, architects, or masters of other skilled trades. Others still chose to keep themselves, secreted from the general public, living quiet lives of their choosing.

      Seers represented a very small segment of phrenic society, advancing far beyond their peers within the intellectual sect. Over fifteen hundred cycles ago, they began delivering disturbing reports of an evil spreading from the unknown regions of the Outlands.

      In those days, the port city of Cadsae was the last vestige of civilized land. There were no palisades. There were no Stocks. Across the river to the west, only a handful of scattered farms and homesteads braved life bordering the virtually unknown Outlands.

      The fertile land stretched for miles on either side of the river, however, less than four days ride to the west, the land inexplicably changed. Productive soil became barren, green grasses gave way to short patches of withered, burnt-orange vegetation. Trees grew in abundance on the land close to the river. To the west, only small deformed copses survived, dotting the desiccated wasteland. Shrunken brushes grew close to the ground, their razor sharp thorns striking out at anyone who passed within their reach.

      The barren land continued as far as the eye could see to the west running along the Havens and southwest along the coast of the Sea of Prosper. The mountains held claim to a single small strip of green forest that stretched out nearly a mile from their base, holding back the encroaching barren badlands.

      The coastline was dotted with miniature rocky beaches that broke the monotony of the sheer rock walls where the earth stretched hundreds of meters into the sky. The sea itself near the coast was violent, pounding its furious waves against the vertical cliffs.

      By and large, the Outlands were an unsolved mystery. A mystery that had intrigued adventurers and military alike. Over the cycles, hundreds of expeditions and scouting parties had ventured out into the unknown. The longest known expedition lasted for several moons, traversed hundreds of miles and returned bearing no news of civilization. Most, however, never returned.

      The ones that were lucky enough to limp back to Cadsae spoke of horrors in the night and invisible terror in the daylight. Disembodied voices screamed through the darkness, unseen hands ripped soldiers to pieces while dragging them away into the night. Their companion’s agonizing screams would linger as they were pulled into the distance. Men would vanish without a sound during the daylight.

      Few at that point had ever glimpsed their attackers. The few rough sketches had depicted radically disproportionate humans. They were described as taller than the average man, with long skinny legs and knees abnormally close to their hips. Their arms stretched out longer than a human’s and were equipped with clawed hands, just as lethal as the rugged clubs, swords or pikes that they were rumored to carry. Their skin was nearly black with hints of a deep crimson red. Faces were split nearly in half by a mouth filled with razor-sharp pointed teeth, beady eyes set wide apart on their hairless heads.

      The cost to mount these expeditions continued to grow, both monetarily and in human life. The results, however, remained stagnant. Eventually, the expeditions were cancelled entirely. The Outlands were to remain an untamed, largely uncharted wilderness.

      The visions of the seers went largely unacknowledged, so by the time the Outland Horde was spotted; a vast, black and red smudge on the horizon, it was too late. The capital and houses refused to muster a united force, content to bolster their own personal defenses. The port city of Cadsae was preemptively written off as a casualty of war.

      The warnings of the seers did not entirely fall on deaf ears, however. Taben, the fourth son of Duke Martrion, had taken the predictions seriously. He had been working in secret to establish a small expeditionary force that would be ready in the event the dire warnings came to fruition. Taben was a reticent young man, avoiding life in the court, not content with the political backstabbing and lobbying for favor from the throne. This behavior found him shunned at court, allowing him to maintain his secrets with ease.

      Taben was hiding more than merely the formation of his small army. A more powerful secret flowed through his veins. Not only was Taben a phrenic, he was also the last known carrier of active alexen.

      Until Ryl.

      The myths of his exploits in the engagements that followed became known throughout history and lore as the Battle of the Erlyn Woods. His brutal campaign led to the virtual annihilation of the Horde and had been exaggerated over time. He possessed a cunning that his enemies could not match. He possessed astounding speed that they could not catch. He controlled the elements in ways that they could not comprehend.

      His army, hand selected from the phrenic showing great prowess in the physical and elemental sects, were virtually untouchable, carrying out raid after raid against a force outnumbering them by an immeasurable sum. Their incursions wreaked enough havoc to divert the entirety of the Horde north to the edge of the woods at the base of the Haven Mountains. Here, Taben’s army sought shelter within the Erlyn Woods. No enemy that ventured within her midst ever returned. They were preyed upon by Taben’s ruthless force, reduced to a fraction of their original size. The fall of their leader at the hands of Taben signaled their hasty retreat back into the Outlands from whence they had come.

      The victory over the Outland Horde denoted the beginning of a new era, cycle zero in the modern calendar. The victory at the Battle of the Erlyn Woods was definitive, the long-standing effects of the war profound. Aside from the occasional brave or foolish adventurer, the realm of humanity now stopped at the western palisade.

      The new era harkened with it an altered attitude from the populace toward their phrenic saviors. Those that had been accepted as a natural segment of society became revered like gods. Whereas many had been trusted advisors, skilled craftsmen and scholars, they were now called upon to produce miracles, a feat that they were incapable of matching. One by one, the phrenic went into hiding, withdrawing from public life. As a result, the division between the public and the phrenic grew rapidly, as did the division within the phrenic community itself.

      This division spurred a young phrenic named Leiroth, the counselor to the heir to the throne of Damaris, to the actions that led to the eventual downfall of the phrenic society as a whole. Leiroth coveted the powers of Taben, believing that all phrenics should be able to access the same gifts. In secret, he conducted experiments, kidnapping both phrenic and non-phrenic alike.

      HIs experiments failed at their intended purpose. All the efforts to augment the inherent powers of the phrenic met with disastrous results. Some produced debilitating illness, while the majority drove their recipients mad. While his end goal of leveling the playing field among the phrenics remained the same, Leiroth altered his approach, instead focusing on limiting the powers of the strongest amongst them.

      Taben was a casualty of these experiments. At a celebratory banquet convened in his honor, Leiroth secretly slipped his concoction into Taben’s goblet. Within a moon’s time, the hero of Damaris was completely detached from reality. During a cold moon, late in Cycle 55, driven by madness, Taben threw himself off the top of the statue, newly created in his honor, plummeting into the churning waters of the pool below.

      His death was mourned. His body, however, was never recovered. Rumors abound that the Erlyn claimed it for her own.

      Inadvertently, Leiroth had planted the seeds for the demise of the phrenic society. By giving the same draught to a non-phrenic, he found that it would imbue them with a mild degree of the skills the phrenic exhibited. This manifested as a dramatically increased rate of healing and decreased effects of age on the body. When given regularly, every fourth moon, the elixir virtually stopped the aging process altogether.

      The astonishing findings of his experiments were shared with his sire, who happily volunteered to receive the elixir. With the untimely death of his father the next cycle, Lunek the Third assumed his father's throne. The throne on which he still sat to this day.

      The rounding up of the phrenics began shortly after the beginning of his reign in Cycle 57, although initially done in secret. First came the mysterious disappearances of the known phrenic seers. One after another, all but one were confirmed lost within the first moon. In a mock show of support, King Lunek the Third created a specialized division of the royal guard, known as the Lei Guard. The public role of the Lei Guard was the investigation of the disappearance and ever-growing crimes against the phrenic society.

      Through a mock set of trials, they gained the trust of the phrenics, inviting any and all they could find to a conclave with the king to better determine their needs and to protect their way of life. Nearly a thousand were in attendance at the conclave in Cycle 58 with his royal majesty, King Lunek the Third, presiding over the affair.

      Once all were seated, the conclave began. The king repeatedly slammed his large ceremonial gavel to begin the proceedings. The thundering echoes drowned out the sounds of the guard barring the doors. The Lei Guards and soldiers alike stormed the conclave imprisoning all that were in attendance. Those who resisted were slaughtered mercilessly.

      The Ascertaining Decree was soon issued, requiring the testing of every man, women and child over the age of eight. From that moment forward, those phrenics remaining free were hunted day and night, bounties placed on their heads. The systematic erasure of all written record of the phrenic people, their history, and their deeds, began in earnest. Their great libraries were razed to the ground, their teachings and instructions burned in the pyres ablaze in every city, village and town.

      Throughout the turmoil, Leiroth remained at the king’s side, given free rein to continue his experimentation as long as the precious elixir continued to flow. The phrenics that had been rounded up were driven to the city of Cadsae, forced into labor assisting the workers building the west palisade bordering the Outlands. Construction began rapidly on the eastern palisade as well, officially penning themselves into their own prison. A score escaped over the half-built western palisade, disappearing into the Outlands. Chase wasn't given—only death lived beyond the palisade to the west.

      The construction of the palisades forming the walls of The Stocks was completed by Cycle 200, a crowning achievement and a testament to the prowess of the phrenic laborers. The phrenics were separated from the incoming tributes, their methods of teaching and awakening strictly forbidden. The enforcement was brutal; hundreds died at the sword of their captors before steel was banned inside The Stocks, replaced by the sturdy wooden batons.

      The true phrenic numbers dwindled rapidly, the last of the original number in captivity died of natural causes in Cycle 303, ending the known Era of the Phrenic.

      Da'agryn shifted, rising from his seat at the fire, returning Ryl’s thoughts from the history of the phrenic to the present.

      “Was the sickness that plagues the tributes today a problem during the height of phrenic society?” Ryl asked.

      “The sickness,” Da'agryn sneered. The air felt instantly felt more oppressive, as if choked with anger.

      “The sickness, like the wall, like the guards, is just another devious tool to keep the tributes restrained,” he spat. “The phrenics needed no treatment to prevent a sickness from ravaging the body, for there is no sickness. The treatment that has been forced down your throat since childhood is nothing more than a carefully concocted poison.”

      Ryl felt like the air was sucked out of the room. He struggled to catch his breath.

      “The regular doses have allowed the toxin to build in your system,” Da'agryn continued. “Your blood is equipped to fight off most infections, and even some poisons, especially one as weak as this. By giving consistent treatments, the poison has been allowed to maintain such a high concentration that it prevents your body from destroying it. The symptoms that you would experience should you stopped taking the treatments at this point would be extreme and most likely last the better part of a moon. While, at points, you most likely would want them to be, they would not prove to be fatal.”

      “If this poison was created by human hands, surely there is a remedy for it,” Ryl interjected.

      “Clever,” Da’agryn said with a smile. “There is, in fact, a counteragent for the poison, found only in the bloom of a plant called the blighted rose. This parasitic plant is not native to this land, growing in the jungles of Naswer, far to the south.”

      Ryl lowered his gaze momentarily before raising his head, meeting Da’agryn’s patient stare.

      “You see, the plant is notoriously tricky to cultivate,” he continued. “The climate here is too cold for the plant to survive long. The blighted rose feeds off the roots of all others around it. A single plant can destroy all surrounding growth for several meters. The bloom emits a potent smell of rotting carrion and death. Growing the plant has been outlawed within Damaris. A crime punishable by death.”

      He made his way to his pallet, grabbing a spare blanket and tossing it to Ryl. Dust blew into his face, carrying on the forward motion as he caught the cloth with both hands.

      “It's not the most comfortable, but I’m afraid it's the best I can offer,” Da'agryn sighed as he motioned toward the second pallet.

      He unfastened his cloak, folding it into a makeshift pillow. His arms still looked muscular and defined for his age, the short sleeve on his right arm was removed entirely. His arm, instead, was covered in a complex pattern of tattoos from shoulder to just above the wrist.

      Tattoos were not uncommon by any means, yet the quality of artwork on Da'agryn’s arm was exquisite. An intricate and complex design of swirls, lines and dots and roughly geometric shapes were woven together into a single cohesive masterpiece. Ryl felt as if he could study the design for hours without even scratching the surface of its elements. The markings still looked clear and unfaded; as if they were freshly applied. The tattoo fit his arm so well that the ink appeared as if it were a natural discoloration of the skin.

      “These were once a symbol of immense pride,” Da'agryn said remorsefully, rubbing his left hand over his tattooed arm. “Their meaning has been all but lost to time, a figment of a bygone era.”

      He sat on the stone bench, stirring the fire briefly with a stick.

      “These tattoos represent much more than just the designs you see here,” he continued. “Once awakened, your sect, on in the rare case multiple sects were required, would be imprinted on your arm. To the passerby, the tattoos were just another design. To the phrenic, those who could understand their detailed complexities, they told your story.”

      “What story do your tattoos tell?” Ryl asked, his curiosity again piqued.

      “That, my friend, is a tale for another time,” Da'agryn replied curtly. “There was a time that these markings were worn in the open with pride. The traditional cloak of a phrenic always featured a hood, connected to a high collar. The dominant arm was always left exposed.”

      “Why would the dominant arm need to be left exposed?” Ryl questioned.

      “Aside from a means of identification among their peers, there were some specialties within the physical and elemental sects that were inhibited by fabric covering the skin,” Da'agryn explained.

      Before Ryl could continue asking questions, Da'agryn continued, a sense of profound sorrow filling his voice.

      “Now, you must rest, Ryl,” he stated. “You have questions, and I promise all will be answered in time. Regrettably, our time together will be short. Tomorrow, I have one last lesson for you, and then I must take my leave, and you must get to your assignment before you are missed.”

      “What?” Ryl gasped. “You're leaving already? Does that mean there's a way out of here?”

      A hope he had long suppressed surged through him.

      “I’m afraid there is but one way out of The Stocks for you, Ryl,” Da'agryn sighed. “That is through your Harvest.”

      Ryl shrunk back down against the rock, pulling his knees to his chest and wrapping both arms around them. The hope he had felt moments earlier was replaced by an emptiness that coursed through his body, chilling him to the core.

      Da'agryn circled around the fire, kneeling next to Ryl, placing his hand tenderly on his shoulder.

      “Now, as for the fate of the other tributes, that is the true question. That answer will be up to you, Ryl,” Da'agryn said compassionately, a mischievous smile growing on his face.

      “You will be the catalyst.”
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      Ryl’s head was overflowing with thoughts, yet sleep found him almost immediately. That night, he again did battle with the nightmares that regularly plagued his slumber.

      This night, he toyed with the shadowed figure, letting it get within arm’s reach before he sped away. He outran the shadow that pursued him with ease, laughter rolling like thunder from his lips.

      He was alone in the blackness of a void, his body emanating a soft yellow glow. Ryl feared not the hands that reached for him, his placid gaze pointed forward into the blackness. There was no need to look. He could feel their movements. Their black outlines stood out against the darkness of the void. Ryl waited until their claws reached out to strike before removing the damper that shrouded his body. He blazed with the light and power of the sun, incinerating their hands into dust, blowing them away into the nothingness of the void.

      The aroma woke Ryl from his dreams. He rolled over, rubbing his eyes, letting out a yawn before searching for the cause of the smell. Another cooked fish awaited him on the spit. Panic took hold as he realized he was alone in the cavern. Had Da'agryn left him already?

      Ryl sprang to his feet, surprised at how refreshed he felt. His muscles felt more relaxed, his mind clearer, overall the entirety of his body felt more rejuvenated and energized. A pleasant voice greeted him from the entrance to the cave. He was surprised at how relieved he felt.

      “Good morning, Ryl,” Da'agryn said. “Your food is waiting for you. Do hurry though. The sun has just about cleared the palisade and there is still much to do. I’ll be in the clearing outside when you're ready.”

      With that, he turned and exited, leaving Ryl to finish his breakfast.

      Fish was a delicacy the tributes were rarely able to enjoy. Ryl quickly savored every bite before starting out the tunnel from the cavern. Instead of the path he had walked in on, Ryl exited to a small clearing, carpeted by a blanket of tall green grass.

      The forest was brighter here than anywhere else he’d witnessed. It felt dramatically more alive. The ground under his feet pulsed with energy, like a heart pumping out blood, spreading it out to the surrounding woods.

      Ryl could see the sky above through a hole in the canopy. A pleasant breeze gently swayed the branches of the trees, knocking loose an occasional leaf. The noise of the rustling leaves had almost a vocal quality, sounding as if the trees were conversing in whispered tones.

      Da'agryn awaited his arrival on the opposite side of the clearing, standing patiently with his hands clasped behind his back. Beside him was an enormous tree the likes of which Ryl had never seen. The trunk was nearly five paces wide, wrapped in an irregular pattern of thick, brown thorny vines, the tops of which were covered almost entirely in moss. The tree must have been hundreds of meters tall, the top disappearing through the canopy as it stretched into the sky above.

      “This is truly a sacred place,” Da’agryn intoned. The reverence in his voice was palpable.

      “Few have seen this sanctuary,” he continued, “and fewer still have been offered the boon which you are about to receive.”

      Ryl, who had been slowly making his way across the clearing, lost in the tranquil beauty of it, stopped abruptly at the statement.

      “What boon am I to receive?” Ryl asked curiously. “And why me?”

      “As for the nature of the gift, that is for the Erlyn to decide,” Da'agryn replied. “As to why you are being chosen, that answer lies within your blood.”

      Ryl looked at Da’agryn questioningly, waiting for him to continue.

      “You are the first to be found with active alexen in well over one thousand cycles,” he continued. “You have a destiny to fulfill, whether you choose to believe it or not. The Erlyn intends to grant you all the support she can.”

      Da'agryn approached, placing his hands on Ryl’s shoulders, looking directly into his eyes. Fierce determination was written across the man’s face.

      “Think back to the history you've now learned. Who were the first of the phrenic to disappear?” he quizzed.

      Ryl thought for a moment, realization dawning on him.

      “The seers,” Ryl answered. The truth sent a surge of anger through him. “They were taken for their power. They were silencing them before they could spread the warning.”

      “Yes, Ryl,” Da'agryn answered, nodding his head sadly. “The seers. They were betrayed by one of our own, as all phrenics were. One who knew how to identify us by more than a tattoo alone.”

      “The last of the great seers, a woman by the name of Lupl, shared a vision on her deathbed,” he continued somberly. Ryl could feel the sadness growing with every word. “A vision that has come to be known as the Catalyst Prophecy.”

      
        
        The phrenic will balance on a blade's edge, clinging desperately to their ideals, teetering on the verge of oblivion. On this precipice, one will come with active blood. This one will be the catalyst. The wind behind our sails to push us through the storm to calmer waters. The light needed to guide us home through the darkness. Only the blood of the catalyst will set us free.

        

      

      “How has this prophecy not been lost to time?” Ryl asked skeptically.

      “There are some words powerful enough to endure the ages,” Da’agryn interjected. “Some words you never forget hearing.”

      He trailed off as his gaze wandered to the forest.

      Ryl paused for a moment before responding, letting his words sink in.

      “Were you confined to The Stocks with her as well?” Ryl asked.

      “No,” he said shortly. “I come and go when I please, but I’ve called this forest my home for nearly as long as I can remember. It was with considerable effort that we transported her from our sliver of Cadsae to the Erlyn. She departed this world under the boughs of this very tree, a smile in her heart knowing that the catalyst would one day come.”

      “What can I hope to do?” Ryl’s head hung low, dejected.

      He felt as if the weight of the world had been shifted onto his shoulders, and he was being crushed underneath.

      “What hope do I bring if my only way out of this prison is through my Harvest?” Ryl groaned.

      “You must never give up hope, Ryl,” Da’agryn answered, dogged determination in his voice. “You will one day accept the path you must now walk. I know you did not choose this life, yet it was given to you. And it will be a heavy burden to bear. Yet, the prophecy is vague on the role the catalyst will play. Will you be a hero of legend, or will you help teach those with the power to take the steps for you? That is for you to decide.”

      Da’agryn stood tall, striking an imposing frame despite his age.

      “Know that you are not alone in this world,” he continued. “There are still those who do not hold any ill will against the phrenic, or tributes. You will find you have more allies than you think.”

      Before Ryl could get in another word, Da'agryn gently prodded him in the direction of the large tree.

      “The Erlyn waits,” he implored.

      As Ryl approached the great tree, the throbbing underfoot became more powerful, its rhythm slowly increasing the closer he moved. Nearly a pace above the ground, the large vines crossed over one another, crossing again nearly a foot above that. What appeared to be merely a shadow in between the crossing vines, on closer examination, turned out to be a small opening, recessed into the tree. One large thorn guarded the opening from the vine on the right.

      Ryl squinted his eyes trying to make sense of the inside of the hole. The indentation continued into the tree for approximately a foot, ending in a wall of smooth pale wood, glistening with moisture. The hole had a flat bottom, the first half showcasing the thickness of the great tree’s bark. Centered in the middle of the remaining space, a small pool full to the brim with liquid shimmered in the low light.

      As Ryl watched, a small drip of liquid formed around the hint of a stalactite on the roof on the indentation. The droplet swelled and stretched. When it could hold no more, it broke free, slowly separating itself with a gelatinous consistency, falling into the tiny pool below. The liquid made no splash, emitting a barely audible slapping sound as the drop struck the surface. It immediately merged with the liquid inside the pool. Ripples stretched out in every direction, quickly dissipating to a calm.

      Ryl looked from the tree to Da'agryn, who stood silently beside him, his face beaming with reverence.

      “What am I to do now?” Ryl asked curiously.

      “What you are looking at is the heart of the Erlyn,” Da'agryn replied. “That sap you see in that pool is akin to her life blood. Just as she offers it to you, you must return it with blood of your own.”

      Ryl involuntarily pulled his hands inward, clutching them against his chest.

      “Fear not, my friend,” Da'agryn assured. “Only a drop is needed. All you need to do is prick your finger on the thorn, just enough to draw a drop of blood.”

      Da'agryn paused, studying Ryl's reaction as if reading his mind.

      “This is a gift, not a contract,” he continued. “While there is nothing required of you, know that you will be forever bound to her. You will feel every axe stroke against her trees, you will mourn every fallen limb, you will feel the heat of every burning branch.”

      Ryl stole a moment to organize his thoughts. So much had changed in the last few days, each development more unbelievable than the last. He stood on the verge of receiving an unknown gift from an ancient forest, forever binding himself to it in the process.

      He thought of the prophecy. Was he truly the catalyst as Da'agryn believed? As the Erlyn believed? Could he live up to their expectations, or was the weight of the burden more than he could sustain?

      Doubt upon doubt filled his head. Fear began to take hold, smothering the hope that had begun growing within under an infinite blackness.

      No.

      Ryl thought of his dreams the night before. Never before had he banished the nightmares. The feeling was exhilarating. The hope was potent, a drug he could not give up so soon. His body screamed defiance.

      He would not give in to fear. He would not give up hope.

      Ryl strode forward without another thought, his decision made.

      He stabbed his pointer finger down on the barb, squeezing it between his thumb and middle finger, bringing up a drop of crimson blood before plunging it into the cool liquid.
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      Ryl stared at his hand, fingers submerged in the liquid from the tree. For a moment, nothing happened. Had he done something wrong? As he turned to look at Da'agryn for help, a foreign sensation in his hand diverted his attention.

      The pinprick from the thorn had caused very little pain, yet he now felt as if the hole was stretching in diameter. The pain of his skin tearing shot up his arm. Ryl wrenched his hand out of the hole. His eyes went wide with horror as the entirety of the liquid remained attached to his hand. The pinprick formed the shape of a cross, the skin on his finger flayed back deep enough for Ryl to see the bone.

      “What's happening to me?” Ryl pleaded with Da'agryn, violently shaking his hand to detach the clear gelatinous liquid clinging to it.

      “You must remain calm, Ryl.” Da'agryn's voice had a fatherly reassuring quality to it. “This is a normal part of the process, it will be done soon.”

      The gelatinous liquid from the Erlyn began forcing itself into the open wound on his finger. The tip of his finger swelled, followed by his hand as the substance flowed into his body. Ryl could feel it infuse into his bloodstream, coursing through his veins as it traveled to his heart.

      Ryl felt as if he were being grated from the inside as the mixture rapidly spread throughout him. Every inch of his body was in agony. He tried to scream only to find his muscles no longer responded to his command.

      He felt his toes sink into the soft, fertile soil. In his mind, Ryl saw them fan out into thin fibers of a root, spreading deeper and deeper into the earth. The tendrils searched until they found the massive root system of the large tree, wrapping themselves around it in a tight embrace.

      Ryl knew he was connected with the Erlyn. He could feel the heat from the sun on the leaves atop the canopy, noted the breeze gently swaying the trees side to side. The footsteps of the lone patrol passing along the road echoed in his mind. He felt the tree pumping life outward to the forest. With a jolt, he experienced the surge of energy pass from the tree through his roots racing up to his feet.

      Starting at his toes, Ryl’s skin began to solidify, crusting over into a skin-colored bark. From his feet, the bark moved slowly upward, covering his knees, then his waist, then his chest. Ryl began to panic as the crust steadily enveloped his face, finishing with the top of his skull.

      Ryl had lost all control of his own senses with the exception of his eyes. Da'agryn stood transfixed, watching with a visible sense of wonder. Ryl was one with the Erlyn.

      For a moment that seemed to stretch on for an eternity, all was still. The pain was gone, Ryl was at peace.

      Another jolt of energy similar to the first shot from the Erlyn, snapping his tendrils from those of the great tree. A wave of intense heat started in his toes, racing upward, rapidly engulfing his body. He felt as if he were boiling from the inside. His vision blurred to white before his eyes involuntarily clamped shut.

      Teardrops of moisture separated from the tips of the leaves high above, falling into the clearing below. Each droplet stuck with the force of a hammer, sending reverberations through every inch of Ryl's body. The droplets brought abatement from the agony, spreading a cooling relief that radiated outward like a wave from where they struck.

      As the last of the blessed relief washed over his body, Ryl opened his eyes. His vision blurred, blackness took him as he collapsed to the ground.
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      Ryl opened his eyes to a view of the canopy high above. It must have been nearing midday as the beams of light that snuck through the dense foliage angled nearly straight down toward the ground. Da'agryn’s head popped into view. The old man was kneeling over him, corners of his mouth turned into a wide smile.

      “Welcome back, Ryl,” he said compassionately. “Take it easy now. Let me help you up.”

      Ryl took his proffered arm, more as a courtesy than anything else, rising quickly from the ground. He brushed the dirt and grass off his tattered clothing, his hand lingering when it came in contact with his skin.

      It was cooler and rougher to the touch than normal.

      “What's happened to me?” Ryl asked.

      Da'agryn rubbed his hands over his wiry beard, studying Ryl.

      “The Erlyn has bestowed upon you two invaluable gifts,” Da'agryn said. “The most obvious is your skin. Quite fascinating to watch I might add. It’s what's called the woodskin.”

      Ryl looked down at his hands and arms. Aside from the white x-shaped scar that had already formed from where the sap entered his body, they looked the same as they had earlier in the morning.

      “You’ll notice your skin might be a bit rougher to the touch, and cooler than you are accustomed to,” Da'agryn continued. “The woodskin has been infused into your body and acts more or less like bark does for a tree.”

      He knocked on the side of the great tree for effect.

      “Your skin luckily retains its same complexion and the majority of its natural texture,” he instructed. “You’ll find that your new skin will be more difficult to cut, and will diffuse the impact of most blunt objects. I must caution you, however, that this will not make you immune to injury. Blades will still cut you and other blows will still do damage, just significantly less.”

      Ryl’s gaze traveled back to his hands. He held them out in front of his face, rotating them front and back.

      “Will my skin always be like this,” Ryl asked, “or is it a skill that needs to be controlled?”

      “Very good question.” Da'agryn nodded his head in approval. “This one trait of the woodskin is boundless, although a thicker bark can be called upon to better protect isolated areas. This same principle can be applied in self-defense or offense. Learning to bolster a punch at the moment of impact can yield dramatic results. As with your other skills, your control and effectiveness will grow with practice as your saturation nears its peak.”

      “The Erlyn has chosen to give you a second boon, Ryl, one which is not to be taken lightly. In fact, I've never heard of its passing,” Da'agryn spoke in awe. “To a limited degree, she has provided you control over all of her domain.”

      “How do you know so much about these skills?” Ryl asked, more suspiciously than he had intended. If Da'agryn noticed, he paid it no mind. “What do you mean control over her domain?”

      “The woods, Ryl.” Da’agryn motioned with a great sweeping of his hand. “You now hold a small piece of control over the entirety of the forest. All phrenics who know how to communicate with her can open her paths. You and you alone will learn to control the trees.”

      Da’agryn looked away for a moment. “The answer to your first question is much more complicated, I’m afraid,” he sighed.

      The phrenic crossed to the great tree, placing his hands on its course bark, bowing his head reverently as if in silent conversation.

      “I, like you, Ryl, am tied to the Erlyn,” Da'agryn admitted hesitantly. Ryl could feel the apprehension in his voice.

      “The Erlyn provided the gifts to you voluntarily of its own will,” Da’agryn breathed. “My bond to the woods is unlike yours. Forged at time of our mutual need, ours is more a symbiotic relationship.”

      Ryl regarded him with a confused look. Da’agryn stepped away from the tree and began walking across the clearing toward the cave.

      “I’m afraid that too is a tale for another day. Time is not a luxury we now possess,” he admitted abruptly, tone indicating the matter to be closed. “Come, we have more to discuss.”

      Ryl followed just off his shoulder as they walked back into the rock hallway, the small fire still burning as it had before. Da'agryn motioned for Ryl to sit at one of the stones surrounding the fire, taking up station at an adjacent one.

      “Ryl, I will be leaving you shortly,” Da'agryn announced, not wasting effort to soften the blow. “I have tasks I must attend to elsewhere.”

      Ryl shot to his feet, frustration lighting his veins ablaze. The fire slowed in response.

      “If you can come and go at will, why can't you take us, save the rest of us?” Ryl shouted. The crackling of the fire ceased, flames suspended in air.

      Before Ryl could react, Da'agryn sprung to his feet, throwing his cloak off his tattooed shoulder with a lightning fast sweeping motion of his right arm. He crossed the distance between them in the blink of an eye. A focused blast of wind accompanied him, slamming into Ryl’s chest, driving him backwards. His legs were thrown out from under him as he tripped over the stone seat. Before his body could connect with the ground, Da'agryn was there, catching him with both forearms under his armpits, easing him gently to the ground. A wave of calm crashed over him. The fire resumed its quiet crackling.

      “That was a warning. Should you ever accuse me of complacency again, I will not be so gentle,” Da'agryn hissed, the fire raging in his eyes. Almost immediately, his look softened and he released Ryl, standing to readjust his cloak.

      “I have been forced to watch tributes come and go for more cycles than I can count,” Da’agryn whispered. “Outside the boundaries of these woods, I am powerless in all but spoken word and conveyed emotion. One day, you will learn the full truth, but I am reminded that now is not the time.”

      Da'agryn crossed to the front of Ryl, offering a hand to help him up.

      “Do not let your emotions be that which gives you away,” Da'agryn said, helping Ryl up from off his back. “Learning to control your emotions is a critical step in your awakening process.”

      “How am I to awaken if there is no escape, if I'm destined to be harvested two cycles from now anyway?” Ryl growled, not attempting to diffuse the angst in his voice.

      “Your path from The Stocks is your Harvest,” he said. “Yet I am in no way suggesting you should be complacent with your remaining time here.”

      “You will lack the formal education that any phrenic would have had before their awakening,” Da'agryn instructed. “You can make up for some of that with practical application. I must stress, and it is of the utmost importance, you must practice these skills discreetly.”

      Da'agryn moved back to sit easily on the stone by the fire. Ryl made his way around to his own.

      “You must use the ultimate care in keeping the knowledge of your skills and of the Erlyn safe from everyone.” Da'agryn paused. “Especially your fellow tributes.”

      Ryl opened his mouth to voice a protest, but a raised finger and a look that demanded obedience stopped the words from escaping his lips.

      “Tell me, Ryl,” Da'agryn continued, “what do you think the guards, or the ones who they answer to would do if they learned their precious crops were developing a power they could not understand or hope to control?”

      It didn't take more than a second for Ryl to see the scenario play out in his mind. The relative autonomy they now maintained would be stripped away. The figurative chains that held them down would be replaced with ones made of cold, hard steel. He shuddered at the thought of an entire life spent behind bars. The sweltering moving cell that had stolen him from his childhood home flashed before his eyes.

      “I understand,” was all Ryl could weakly muster in response.

      “The majority of the tributes wouldn't understand even if you did tell them, Ryl,” Da'agryn admitted. “You told them of the feelings the Erlyn gave you, no doubt. How did they treat you then?”

      Ryl knew Da'agryn was right. He could see the faces of other tributes and still hear Elias’ laughter ringing in his ears.

      “Continue practicing conveying certain emotions when the correct situations arise,” Da'agryn said. “The minds of the guards or other non-tributes will always be more receptive to your conveyance. Do be careful, however, not to elicit their anger.” Ryl nodded his head in understanding.

      “The ability to manipulate emotion is an innate quality that all phrenics and tributes to some degree possess,” he continued. “Additionally, all phrenics, whether they intend to or not, continuously emote a markedly similar aura, in varying strengths depending upon the concentration of alexen in their blood. Consider this when next you are with a fellow tribute. Once you can identify the feeling, you can train yourself to feel for the presence of other tributes greater distances away. This is a skill known as phrenic mindsight.  Once you’ve learned to apply it, finding other phrenic will be akin to locating beacons of light in the dark.”

      Ryl thought back to the very first contact with Elias and the other tributes. He had never felt so welcome before. The sensation was overwhelming, it had enveloped him. Ryl had written it off in his mind at the time, a product of the terrifying moon leading up to that point.

      “I can see the realization dawning in your eyes.” Da'agryn smiled.

      “I've grown so accustomed to that feeling when I'm with the other tributes, that it doesn't register as out of the ordinary,” Ryl gasped, astonished. “I’ll be able to sense other tributes when we are apart?”

      “That’s correct,” Da’agryn said. “How do you think phrenics were identified before the accursed testing began? Like any skill that the phrenics possess, some are born with inherently better control over it. There were a few that could sense the presence of other phrenics from miles away.”

      “You won't notice inside The Stocks, surrounded by other tributes as you are, yet all phrenics exhibit an inherent attraction toward each other. The greater the concentration of alexen, the greater the magnetism,” Da'agryn continued. “Were you outside of The Stocks, with your active alexen, they would find their way to you, Ryl.”

      Ryl shook his head and slumped down to the ground, resting his back against the cold, hard stone.

      “Do not underestimate the boon provided by the Erlyn,” Da'agryn stressed. “Woodskin and the ability to command the forest may one day save your life. Communicate with her; the Erlyn will show you the way as best she can. Take heed that you do not overreach when you are working on your skills or with the Erlyn. You’ve felt how draining it can be. I assure you, though, it will get easier with practice.”

      “The last skill I can teach you will be the most difficult for you to develop,” Da’agryn confessed. “I must admit that I am not even certain it is a skill you can unlock.”

      “Why would you try and teach it to me, then?” Ryl was confused by the seeming absence of logic.

      “Whether or not you will be able to unlock and excel in the skill, the steps you must follow in learning its application will be crucial to learning others as well,” Da’agryn stressed. “Statements you’ve made regarding how objects appear to move slower when you’ve been under duress, echo sentiments not spoken in many, many cycles. A few phrenics, now long gone, were proficient in a skill known as the soulborne wind, an elemental specialty. Your predecessors with active alexen have all shown far greater prowess developing skills across multiple sects, whereas the vast majority of phrenics are only ever proficient in a single skill.”

      Da’agryn studied Ryl for a moment.

      “Do you remember anything unusual when I knocked you to the ground,” he quizzed.

      Ryl thought back. The movements of the old man had been a blur, then there was the gust of wind that forced him backwards.

      “You've mastered the soulborne wind, haven't you?” Ryl asked. “That’s how you moved so fast.”

      Ryl quieted his mind before releasing the deluge of questions that threatened to spill from his mouth. Da'agryn smiled.

      “Mastered is perhaps too strong a description for what I can do,” he said modestly. “With time and effort, I have become proficient in its application.”

      “Hold out your hand out, palm up, Ryl,” Da'agryn instructed. Ryl did as asked, holding his hand out in front of his body. Da’agryn brought his right hand up over Ryl’s, stopping just before the two touched.

      “Do you feel anything unusual?” he asked.

      Ryl shook his head.

      “How about now?” Da'agryn quizzed.

      Ryl felt a difference in the air between their hands, barely perceptible at first, growing more and more noticeable by the second. The air surrounding Da'agryn's hand was spinning faster and faster, the distortion visible to the naked eye. Just as quickly as the air started moving, it ceased, dissipating outward into nothing.

      “Only after you learn to control the blood that flows within your veins, will feats like this be achievable,” Da'agryn lectured. “The first step is to understand the alexen within you. The alexen maintains a natural connection to the elements in this world that even at the height of the phrenic society, we struggled to comprehend.”

      “How am I supposed to understand this alexen, if I can never see it?” Ryl pleaded, his frustration growing.

      “Ah, now there is the question at the root of your learning.” Da'agryn, reached up to stroke his wiry grey beard. “The largest barrier to surpass is the one created by our own minds.” He reached up to tap his finger against his temple.

      “Convincing your mind that the invisible alexen in your blood is tangible and that it holds incredible power is the challenge,” Da’agryn said. “Once you're able to do that, you can isolate the alexen and command it to action, much like you command the Erlyn to open new paths.”

      Ryl nodded in understanding as Da’agryn continued.

      “I'm afraid you will spend many hours lost in thought before you truly understand how to wrest control over the alexen,” he said honestly. “Practice using small motions. Motions where you are asking the alexen to produce an effect that is in harmony with your actions will be the easiest to accomplish.”

      Da’agryn waved his hand in a compact, but rapid motion from right to left. A small gust of wind pelted Ryl in the face, his unkempt hair blowing across his eyes.

      “Practice this motion to start using your dominant hand,” Da'agryn instructed. “Focus on controlling the alexen, not to create, but to amplify the small breath of wind your hand naturally creates while making this movement.”

      “While I strongly believe that you should be able to accomplish the soulborne wind, do not be discouraged if you cannot.” Da'agryn pulled the cloak back over his arm, motioning for Ryl to follow as he made his way toward the exit once again. “There is no concrete way of telling what your alexen is capable of controlling without first awakening it. I'm afraid that process is impossible given your present circumstances.”

      Da'agryn let out an audible sigh as the pair began walking toward the tunnel.

      “I truly regret that our time together has to be cut so short,” Da'agryn confessed. “Far too long have we awaited your arrival. Now, there is much to be done.”

      Da'agryn stopped and turned to face Ryl, placing both hands on his shoulders.

      “Above all, remember, Ryl, to keep what you have learned here and your training a secret from everyone,” he stressed, the importance of his message written clearly across the stern features of his face.

      Ryl nodded his head in understanding.

      “Tell no one of this place or of the history and truth you now know,” Da'agryn continued. “If it were discovered, it would be devastating to you and the rest of the tributes. Life in The Stocks is hard, but it is relative freedom to the way things could be. The world is not yet ready for what you can do, or the changes you will usher in.”

      “When will I see you again?” Ryl asked, dreading the all too familiar hollow feeling of loss. Strange that the feeling was so powerful for someone he had just met. The connection they shared and the answers that Da'agryn represented were a loss to be mourned.

      “There is much for me to do. We will meet again when the time is right,” Da'agryn answered cryptically. “Remember, my friend, you must never lose hope. The world is not as black as it may seem. You will find allies where you least expect them. When you’re free from this place, look to the mountains. You’ll find your answers there.”

      With a gentle pat on Ryl's shoulder and without another word, Da'agryn turned and strode from the tunnel.
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      Ryl tried his best to slow his racing mind as he thought back on recent events. In the span of less than a day, he had witnessed miracles, experienced and learned more of the world and himself than in his entire life. He looked around in awe at the Erlyn that surrounded the small path he now walked on. The feeling of unease was noticeably absent.

      Da'agryn's departure had left Ryl with more questions. He had followed the old man in silence as he walked out of the cave, entering once again the clearing at the heart of the Erlyn. Ryl stopped just inside the opening, while Da'agryn continued crossing until he stood facing the large tree.

      Ryl watched silently as he again placed both his hands, palms first, upon the tree, and bowed his head until it also touched the rough bark. Da'agryn’s mouth was moving, however, Ryl could not make out a sound. The wind in the small clearing began rapidly accelerating in a circular motion, the grass bending with the wind to its right. The woods outside the circle remained still.

      Da'agryn removed his hands from the tree, stepping backward to the center of the circle. His arms were now stretched out to the sides, his head elevated toward the open sky above the clearing, his eyes closed. The cloak had long since blown off of his tattooed arm, now following the wind as it curled around his legs. His tattoos were now visible. The section from his elbow to shoulder appeared to be radiating a mild blue glow.

      Ryl struggled to maintain his footing as the wind increased in intensity. He shielded his eyes from the stinging dirt and debris. Da'agryn, eyes still closed, turned slowly, in spite of the wind, to face him. The eyes that greeted Ryl were turbulent, churning like a storm. His irises and sclera were a writhing mass of dark grey clouds rapidly seething and spinning around his black pupils.

      Their eyes met for an instant. Da'agryn winked and mouthed the word fly, barely a whisper, yet the volume elevated to a roar carried on the wind. The gale slammed into Ryl with greater might, forcing him to his knees. He buried his face in the crook of his elbow. The rotating winds shifted straight upward for an instant, then vanished, leaving an eerie stillness.

      When he opened his eyes, Da'agryn was gone. Ryl looked skyward, a lone bird circled the canopy’s opening high in the sky. The old man was nowhere to be seen.

      The memories of Da’agryn’s mysterious disappearance had broken Ryl’s concentration. The effort required to ask the Erlyn to open a pathway had left Ryl out of breath. He’d sought an opening to a location on the winding path that he knew well. Just out of sight of Tabenville, there was a curve in the road. The river separated from the path, making a sharp easterly turn into the forest.

      He would be reporting for his assigned work detail much later than expected and would assuredly face questioning. Although the storm that had screamed through the day before should provide a believable excuse for his delay. Should anyone from the patrol the night before recognize him, a severe punishment would be guaranteed.

      Ryl stopped in his tracks. How far had the patrol traveled the night before? He didn't want to risk running into them unprepared again. Closing his eyes, he focused his thoughts, quieting his overflowing mind. Following the same process as commanding the Erlyn to open a specific path, Ryl this time concentrated his thoughts on the road, seeking knowledge of its travelers.

      For a moment, Ryl wasn't sure if he had succeeded. He bent over, hands on his knees, panting from the exertion. He looked around, noting the forest appeared unchanged.

      The tidal wave of information that crashed into him caught him off guard, sending him reeling. His brain struggled for a moment to make sense of the overload of new sensations. That he was connected to the forest, he was sure. Ryl felt every tree as if it were an extension of his own body.

      The roots of the trees and vegetation that bordered the road stretched out underneath its surface, relaying information like nerves to the brain. Ryl could feel the individual grasses swaying gracefully as the gentle wind brushed past them.

      Leading from Tabenville, the road was empty save for a mild breeze carrying droplets of moisture from the waterfall. Ryl scanned further down the road to the south. The road was deserted until just before the forest's end. There, the heavy, thumping impacts told of steel-tipped boots. Ryl counted the even gaits of six guards, likely the same guards that he’d fled from the night before.

      Ryl was confident that he could slip into town before the guards arrived, though he was doubtful that he could explain himself and gather supplies from the sub-master so easily. The sub-master at Tabenville was not as overtly cruel as the master was. Yet, as with many guards, he vehemently resented his placement in The Stocks, taking his displeasure out on the unfortunate tributes.

      Ryl prepared himself as best he could as he severed his temporary connection with the forest. The sudden loss of the extra senses was nearly as jarring as the initial effect. He knelt down, shoving his head into his hands, squeezing his eyes shut while massaging his temples for momentary relief as he regained mastery over his senses.

      The absence of the connection with the Erlyn was a disturbing feeling, like phantom pains from a severed limb. Ryl opened his eyes, observing the forest. The world appeared muted in comparison to the view he was afforded moments earlier. He hoped this was only a temporary feeling.

      Rising to his feet, Ryl knew there was little time to waste. He walked briskly down the thin winding path in front of him. He hadn't been traveling for long when the path made a sharp corner around the trunk of another large tree. Rounding the bend, the underbrush and brambles thickened, choking the path into a narrow opening. Maybe it was his imagination, but the plants seemed to bend out of the way as he carefully slipped through.

      After a dozen paces, the pathway abruptly opened as it intersected the road. The sound of the river babbling a short distance away was a surprisingly welcomed sound. Ryl looked in both directions, his mind demanding confirmation of that which his heart already knew. The road was empty.

      Ryl turned to glance down his hidden path once more. To his surprise, he was greeted by a dense wall of underbrush. The path he had exited from a matter of seconds earlier was no longer there. The hanging vines overlapped the dense bushes making a nearly impenetrable curtain into the forest. Ryl shifted the vines, peering through the tangled underbrush; the forest beyond looked untouched and overgrown. There was no sign a path had ever existed.

      With a shrug of his shoulders, Ryl turned north on the road and headed toward Tabenville. The river running alongside the road was still swollen from the previous day’s storm, eagerly rushing to reach the coast and freedom from The Stocks.

      The hard-packed road made no noise as Ryl walked quickly toward the town. It would be well past midday when he arrived, most likely too late to make the return trip to the orchard to begin his work assignment, a dereliction of duty that would be rewarded with some amount of discomfort.

      The light grew brighter as Ryl continued his path northward, one last bend in the road and Tabenville would be visible.

      In the past, the proximity to the village would have spurred him to greater speed to end the unease of the forest that, up until yesterday, had plagued his trips through the Erlyn. Ryl now felt a profound sense of security in the woods, a reassuring peace in a life riddled with uncertainty.

      His focus at the moment rested solely on mitigating the punishment that he knew was ahead of him. Ryl regretted having to leave the security and harmony of the Erlyn, but he could not let his selfish desire for peace be the harbinger of a more merciless life for the rest of the tributes in The Stocks.

      Ryl hugged the tree line as he rounded the final corner, avoiding the reach of the overflowing river. Just ahead, the forest ended abruptly, forming a massive exit to the woods. To his dismay, the sun had fallen further than he had expected. Late afternoon was upon them, the sun already working its way down toward the western palisade, spreading slowly lengthening shadows off to his right.

      Having grown accustomed to the gloom within the Erlyn, the sunlight was blinding. Ryl squinted, holding a hand up to shield his eyes from the glare. The village of Tabenville lay several hundred paces in front of him, its well-maintained fields of lettuce and sweet potatoes spread out nearly two miles to either side.

      That, however, was not the image that commanded Ryl's attention. Looming over the settlement was the awe-inspiring statue of the village’s namesake, Taben the Defender. Being this close to the massive statue was unnerving. Taben's gigantic foot, frozen aloft mid-stride appeared as if it would make contact with the ground any moment, crushing them all. The mist from the waterfall that plummeted just to the right of his shoulder floated skyward giving the scene an ethereal look.

      The roaring of the water was an ever-present noise in the village. The constant sound was far from the soothing lapping of waves on the shore or the gurgling of the river. For the first few days in Tabenville, the thunder of the crashing water grated on the unaccustomed, resulting in sleepless nights and shortened tempers. After a while, the noise became just another extension of the dreary, uncomfortable life in the village.

      Over the ages, the falling water had bored out a large crater, creating a pool at the base of the falls, from which the river began its course. The deep pool churned with dangerous currents caused by the pummeling falls, making it perilous for even the experienced swimmer. A large wooden fence was built surrounding it, and the waters were avoided if at all possible.

      The statue itself was a wonder of engineering, although Ryl had never truly been given the chance to study it closely. The entirety of the statue appeared to have been carved directly from the nearly vertical face of the mountain and polished to a crack-free perfection. The excess stone had been harvested to assist in the building of the palisades.

      The few tributes tending the fields close to the road offered a muted wave in greeting before quickly returning to their work. The hint of welcome was barely perceptible to Ryl over the chilling feeling of the cold eyes watching him from inside the village.

      Tabenville was the second largest village in The Stocks, behind the main settlement of Cadsae. The road ended in a diminutive square, its far side bordering the fenced off pool. The two opposing sides segregated the tributes from the guards.

      In appearance and attitude, the two sides were juxtaposed like night and day. To the western side lay the guards’ quarters, the eastern side bordering the pool and the river, was home to the tributes.

      To the left, the guards were housed in two large, half-stone, half-timber buildings each stretching two stories high. The mortar-sealed stone and the pitch-sealed wood prevented the ever-present moisture from the falls from seeping into their comfortable abodes. Their surrounding hedges and lawns were well maintained and neatly manicured.

      Between the two barracks, a single-story stone home, complete with a gated entrance and modest fenced garden served as the residences of the sub-master and officers. A carefully guarded warehouse held the necessary supplies to tend the crops and ration out the daily meals. It also served as a waystation to dispense the weekly treatments. On the outskirts of the village, a small stable held whatever mounts accompanied the patrols and messengers.

      To the right side of the square rested the tribute’s single common house, a replica of the inn-like buildings in Cadsae. Like the others, it could easily sleep over one hundred tributes, although there were seldom more than a few dozen there at one time. The number of individuals required to tend to the surrounding fields as well as the orchards and crops bordering the far side of the Erlyn was not great. As was the norm within and around The Stocks, the number of tributes was dwarfed by the number of guards that were present throughout the village.

      The common house was made entirely of loose-fitting timber and visibly slanted from front to back toward the waters of the pool. The cracks in the walls allowed the bulk of the moisture from the falls access to the interior, providing a poor respite from the damp conditions outdoors. After heavy rains, like those deposited by the storm the day before, the rear half of the first floor would typically be submerged in icy cold water, deep enough to cover one’s shins.

      Adjacent to the common house, an inadequate, run-down smithy served to maintain the poor quality equipment the tributes needed to complete their work. A steady thump of hammer on anvil broke through over the roar of the falls.

      Ryl moved to the far side of the road, lengthening his stride to increase his pace as he approached the stable. So far, he was pleased to have seen no sign of the guards. He hoped to make the storeroom before drawing attention.

      Luck was not with him as the door to the stables lurched open just before he could pass. Ryl kept his head down, pretending not to notice.

      “Where in the hells do you think you're going, herd?” the guard snapped. His irritated tone drew a pair of comrades from the stable’s interior. “Why aren’t you at your assignment?”

      Ryl could feel the angst radiating off them. He took a few steps before stopping and turning to face the trio that was quickly approaching. Two of the three had batons in their hands, fingers curling and uncurling as if eager for action.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” Ryl said meagerly, trying to give off a calming feeling. “I was assigned work on the orchards. The storm yesterday delayed my arrival.” Whether it was the feeling he had attempted to use, the believability of the excuse, a combination of both or just luck, the guard that had stopped him slammed his baton back into the loop on his belt.

      “Take him to the captain,” the guard hissed, waving to his companions before turning abruptly, heading back into the stables. The guard with his weapon drawn used the flattened tip of his baton to prod Ryl in the chest, pushing him toward the center of the village.

      “Move it, herd.” he spat, an afterthought having already physically forced Ryl in the direction of the stone building.

      The trio made their way up the road in silence, Ryl flanked by the guards, who now both had batons in their hands. A small group of soldiers was gathering outside the barracks, watching with poorly disguised amusement as Ryl was paraded toward the officer’s quarters. As he was forced past the first group, one of the guards took the opportunity to spit on him.

      “Disgusting herd,” he cursed.

      Ryl was accustomed to the verbal abuse, suffering from one form of another on virtually a daily basis. His blood, however, began to boil as he wiped the spit from off his face. He clenched his right fist, squeezing it together tight enough to make his knuckles white. The realization of the change in texture of his hand thankfully distracted him from the anger that was rapidly brewing inside him.

      Days prior, clenching his fist as tight as he did now, Ryl would have felt the give of his skin, would have felt the bite of his nails digging into his palm. He slowly squeezed his hands together in succession. Once. Twice. Three times. Each time the result was the same. His hands felt as if they were gripping a branch, the solid wood having absolutely no give, denied his nails any hold. The weight of his hands was noticeably heavier, as if it were no longer skin and bone, but tree.

      The words of Da'agryn flashed through Ryl's head, the desperate advice not to endanger the rest of the tributes.

      Control your temper.

      Ryl took a breath, unclenched his fist, noting the extra weight in his hand evaporate as he regained control of his emotions. The guards on either side used their batons not only to steer Ryl, but to dissuade the others, now gathering in greater numbers from causing him more undue harm.

      It had been nearly a cycle since Ryl had been sent to Tabenville. The attitude here was toxic far beyond what he had recalled. As was true to the vast majority of the guards stationed within The Stocks, the longer they remained inside, the more impetuous they became. Their distemper over whatever punishment had landed them inside boiled over into acts of senseless violence.

      Nearly two dozen had gathered by the time they reached the gated stone building that made up the officer’s quarters. A tribute tending the perfectly-manicured garden within the fence, looked up, flashing Ryl a worried look as the group approached. Ryl knew not what had brought about the change in Tabenville since his last assignment to the misty village.

      Before the group reached the gate, the door to the house burst open, shaking in protest as it slammed against the building’s stone facade. A lanky soldier, dressed casually in an unbuttoned uniform coat barreled out the door approaching the group with unveiled anger and disdain.

      Sub-master Osir.

      Ryl had very limited dealings with the sub-master in the past. Those he did had been benign. The animosity that emanated off Osir now was palpable; an animosity that fed the wolves surrounding him, salivating at the prospects of a fresh kill.

      Osir was a tall man, somewhere in the range of his thirtieth cycle. He stood nearly a head taller than Ryl and moved with a speed quicker than expected, loping closer in a disturbing catlike gait. His hair was disheveled, his face bearing the product of several days without shaving. A vertical scar from right cheek to chin split his facial hair, leaving a straight gap of exposed white skin. The tribute tending the garden shrank back, fear written across his face as Osir prowled up to the group.

      “What do we have here?” Osir demanded, leaning heavily on the gate to the garden. The hinges creaked in protest at the added weight.

      “I don’t recognize this one,” he announced, projecting his voice out over the crowd as if performing. “What brings you to Tabenville, herd?”

      Ryl quickly looked from side to side as the muted chuckles arose from various mouths on either side of him.

      “Assignment, sir,” Ryl admitted, struggling to hide the annoyance in his voice. “I'm here to tend the orchard.”

      “I asked the master to send help half a moon ago.” Osir bristled with anger. “And this is what he sends. One pathetic herd. No supplies. Clothes are barely more than threads. Tell me, herd, what took you so long to get here?”

      Osir cleared his throat, spitting his phlegm at Ryl's feet.

      “Sir, I received this assignment only three days ago,” Ryl retorted. “I would have been here yesterday, but was caught out in the storm and had to shelter in the orchard.”

      “Oh, spent the night in the orchard, did you?” Osir hissed, not expecting an answer. A wicked smile crept up from the corner of his mouth. “So you chose to disobey the curfew?”

      Sub-master Osir brought himself up to his full height. The gate sighed a quiet groan of relief as he removed his weight. Ryl opened his mouth to reply, but was cut off by Osir who called out to the gathered crowd of guards.

      “This one likes to sleep outside under the stars. What do we do with the petulant herd that disobeys a simple rule?” Osir raised his voice so all could hear.

      “Osir's Stocks,” the crowd cheered in unison.
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      The mob of guards jostled Ryl away from sub-master Osir and the officer’s quarters, dragging him further into the dirt square. They formed a tight circle around him propelling him forward. Striking him with their hands, feet and batons, they throttled him back and forth between them; a violent and impenetrable wall of guards. Their faces were awash with a mix of disdain and pure ecstasy.

      The brutal procession painfully made its way across the square toward the fence bordering the pool. The guards seemed to be enjoying the beating far too much to rush, savoring every last punishing strike. The fence separating the square from the pool was split in the middle where a small wooden dock, barely wide enough to fit two men abreast extended several meters out over the churning waters. Ryl remembered using the buckets tied off to the side of the dock to haul water up from the pool. The roar of the falls at that point was practically deafening.

      The beating ceased as the group reached the fence. Ryl unceremoniously fell to his hands and knees, his entire body sore from the continuous torrent of abuse. A stream of blood, from what had likely been a baton blow to the head, trickled down a matted clump of hair now plastered to his face.

      Ryl spat out a mixture of blood and saliva, a small pool forming on the hard ground beneath his face. The attacks had happened so quickly and from all sides he had been caught off guard. His focus had been on defending his head as best he could using his arms. The volley of blows had hurt tremendously, but as far as he could tell nothing was broken. The inherent quality of the woodskin naturally diffused some of the impact. The noise of the falls that should have drowned out all sound at this distance was a whisper compared to the roar of the laughter from the guards.

      His head was still spinning too fast to formulate much coherent thought. There was nothing inside his young mind that could comprehend the barbaric joy of the surrounding crowd.

      The laughter quieted as the guards parted slightly along the fence and fanned out to form a rough semicircle around Ryl. With his peripheral vision, he saw the boots approach, stopping half a pace from each side of him. Ryl felt the cold, hard wood of the baton under his chin, the pressure forcing his head and eyes upward.

      Sub-master Osir was squatting down in front of him, a contented grin spread across his face.

      “Like spending the nights outside, do you, herd?” Osir whispered to Ryl. “Well, you won't enjoy this one. Maybe you'll think twice before taking the rules for granted the next time, eh? I expect you to be at the orchard by sun up on the morrow.”

      Osir stood, arms spread outward, silencing the rabid crowd.

      ”For your crimes, you are hereby sentenced to a night in Osir’s Stocks,” the sub-master announced to the crowd. He rotated his body to play to the entirety of the gathering, finishing with an arm pointed fiercely toward the small dock. Frenzied cheers erupted from the assembled guards.

      Ryl followed the tangent of Osir’s finger down the length of the pier. A step behind where the water buckets hung, a frame had been built extending upward to the height of two men. From the top of the horizontal bar that connected the two uprights, Ryl counted seven spikes, glistening in the sun, pointing downward toward the dock. His body shuddered at the sight.

      A second smaller frame had been built underneath. Standing nearly chest high, two boards spanned the distance between the vertical posts, one large hole in the middle, a smaller hole a few feet away on either side.

      The guards to his sides wrenched him forward, hands gripping him underneath each arm, squeezing their fingers into his flesh. Ryl clenched his jaw, focusing his mind, willing his woodskin not to form the noticeable crust it had before. He tried to get his feet under him, but couldn’t gain a foothold as they dragged him across the slick wooden deck.

      The trip from square to the self-proclaimed Osir’s Stocks was blissfully short. The guard on his right hand let him go, stepping around the other side of the pillory, while the other tightened his grip. The guard dropped him crudely as he was passed under the framework. From his back on the wet deck, he looked up at the sharpened points staring down at him, wondering what role they would play in his upcoming punishment.

      The guards wasted no time in securing Ryl, hoisting him to his feet. He watched as the top half of the board was lifted up from one end, his chest slammed into the lower half as he was shoved from behind. A hand forced his neck into the larger hole in the center, choking him against the smoothed wood. Each of his hands was thrust through a worn leather strap inside the outer holes of the board before being cinched tighter from below.

      The top half of the pillory slammed shut, sending a jarring shock through Ryl’s body. The guards laughed as they inserted the locking pin. Craning his neck as best he could, he watched them casually stroll off the dock.

      Triumphant heroes returning to the cheers of their comrades.
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      Thankfully, the cheers soon died down as the novelty of the punishment wore off. Guards still milled around the square in groups of two or more. Some were carrying out their assigned duties, others prowled aimlessly, circling like sharks waiting to prey on the returning tributes. Looks of sheer animosity graced the faces of those that pointed his way.

      The holes of the stocks that held him captive had been worn down to a smooth finish, thanks to a combination of overuse and the wet conditions near the falls. The wood gave off a pungent aroma, the stale mixture of rot, sweat, urine and blood.

      Though the holes were smooth to the touch, there was no comfort to be found. The leather cords around his wrists were tight, practically biting into his skin. Too tight for his hands to gain any purchase on the wood to release some of the pressure on his wrists or neck. Allowing his neck to seek respite on the slick wooden support for more than a moment resulted in cutting off his ability to breathe.

      Within a very short period of time, the answer to his curiosity regarding the spikes hanging ominously overhead became painfully clear. The air surrounding the falls was heavily laden with moisture, so thick that it seeped through every available opening, saturating everything it touched. Osir, the proud creator of this addition to the standard stockade, utilized the saturated air to enhance his device’s torturous effects.

      The downward facing points, while terrifying in appearance, personally inflicted no harm. The moisture rapidly condensed on the slick surfaces, forming into beads of water that plummeted downward, striking roughly in the same position drop after drop after drop.

      The true physical effects of the constant dripping water were inconsequential to the mental torture that plagued every impact. The drops struck at seemingly random intervals, falling from each spike at a staggered rate. After a short period of time, every drop seemed to connect with a force far greater than it naturally possessed.

      Virtually immobilized by the restraints, each droplet repeatedly hammered the same location. One drop struck the back of each hand. One struck each elbow. One for each shoulder. The final spike dropped its burden squarely on the nape of the neck, just below where the pillory secured Ryl's head.

      He tried to focus his mind, desperately trying to block out the shockingly painful droplets. His stomach rumbled from hunger and the muscles in his neck quickly began burning from the constant strain of the position he was forced to maintain. This, combined with the constantly undulating roar of the waterfall at his back, was a maddening cocktail. He felt as if his mind were slipping further into delirium with every drop that struck him.

      In truth, Ryl had been looking forward to spending the night in the boarding house. The camaraderie of his fellow tributes and meager pallet he would have called his own for the night now seemed like the epitome of luxury. He had been eagerly anticipating the time to reflect on the occurrences over the last few days.

      Ryl's view of the world he occupied and the history of how times had come to pass had been altered beyond his wildest imagination. He himself had changed beyond his current comprehension. Ryl hungered for the solitude, for the peace to weave together the shards of information, to see the world and himself for what they truly were.

      So brief was his time with Da'agryn that Ryl hadn’t the opportunity to question the changes that were occurring to him as well as around him. According to the old man, he was the catalyst. He was to play a crucial role in the prophecy of a dying sage. To what extent, he was unaware. If he was the harbinger of change, what change would he bring?

      He was to set them free. Ryl cackled the laugh of a madman, the involuntary sound escaping his lips. How was he to save anyone? He was a prisoner of Osir’s Stocks, the brainchild of one who was appointed to be his guardian. Surrounded by those who joyously abused the tributes as if it were the true intent of their position. His position in life seemed hopeless.

      His experience within the Erlyn had been enlightening, leaving him with a profound feeling of connection to the woods that loomed in the distance. He longed to be back within their comforting embrace. He could feel the call of the forest, felt its distress and hopelessness as it was unable to assist him even so close to the shadow of its knightly trees.

      Ryl had yet the opportunity to comprehend the connection he shared with the other tributes. His first interaction after leaving Da'agryn and the Erlyn had been with the guards. He had no opportunity to speak with another who shared addition of alexen in their blood. He had the profound sense that he was missing a critical piece of information, knowledge required to complete the puzzle of the power that flowed within his veins. He could see the solution in his mind, yet it slipped through his grasp, remaining tauntingly outside of his reach.

      Ryl began to notice tributes returning from their assignments around Tabenville. He shuddered at the state of his fellow captives as they ambled back to the boarding house they called home. Their heads were hung low as they plotted the safest route through the net of hungry guards.

      The number of guards in the plaza had increased since Ryl had been placed in the pillory. The hive now worked itself into a euphoric fury. Their verbal assaults met with laughter, their physical assaults met with cheers. Ryl watched as tributes were spit upon, struck with fists, boots or batons while being doused with a steady stream of verbal abuse.

      Ryl felt the blood begin to boil within his veins. He struggled at his bonds, the rough leather biting into his wrists, the wood chafing the skin around his neck as the anger and the power grew inside of him. Ryl felt as if he were bursting at the seams, as if he would lose control at any second. The more his anger rose, the less pain he felt in his arms and neck. The freedom from the pain was exhilarating.

      As if he were there with Ryl, the words of Da'agryn crept into his mind.

      You must control your temper.

      His anger, although justified, in the long run would serve no purpose if his powers were discovered now. The vision of cell after cell of tributes, rotting away until their Harvest in a dark forgotten prison sapped any fight left in his body. For a moment, he let his body go limp, temporarily releasing the pressure and the strain of maintaining the same position for so long.

      Ryl had expected the choking sensation to return almost immediately. However, as the seconds ticked by, the pain failed to return. He noted that the pain from the rough leather straps around his hands was absent as well. Ryl chided himself for not thinking of it sooner.

      The woodskin.

      The pressure on his hands and neck were dulled as the skin around those areas had hardened into a thick bark. He stole a moment to rest his straining neck now that the stockade no longer choked him, focusing his mind on maintaining the thickened skin. Ryl had no concept of how long he would be able to maintain this state. In truth, he had no idea how he had initiated the woodskin in the first place.

      While the discomfort in his hands and neck had been mitigated by the woodskin, the irregular pain of the water droplets hammering into him threatened to break his current concentration. Ryl focused his mind on forming a thick crust first on the most painful location of the water torture, the nape of his neck.

      Another drop fell, sending out a wave of pain that started at the point of impact on his neck, radiating down his spine. A few breaths later, a second drop struck home with just as much force and agony as the last. Ryl exhaled slowly, focusing again. In his mind, he saw the droplet splashing off his skin, the smooth tanned surface replaced with a skin hardened with the patterned shell of a tree’s bark.

      The third drop plummeted downward, connecting with Ryl with a force equal to the drops before. His muscles involuntarily flinched in anticipation of the pain.

      The pain that never came.

      Ryl heard the drop more than felt it, the sensation reduced to a mere vibration at the source. The sound was that of water striking wood. A muted tap like that of an errant droplet tumbling from a rain-soaked tree to the roof below. The sound brought Ryl back to his childhood before The Stocks. How many countless nights had he spent in his small loft bedroom listening to the patter of the rain on the slanted roof above his head?

      Ryl could ill afford to be distracted by thoughts of his childhood or his biological family at the moment. Those thoughts were dangerous, a slippery slope down into a darkness full of anger and fear. At the present, he had no idea when his skin would revert back to its original texture. Refocusing quickly, he began concentrating further, focusing on the droplets falling on his shoulders and arms. Although much less tortuous than those striking his neck, they were growing incessantly more uncomfortable with each passing moment.

      Concentrating as he had with the skin on his neck, he was able to reduce the effect of the drops on his left arm. He struggled mightily to maintain the same level of toughness over multiple places at one time. Attempting to form a bark on his right arm as well resulted in a miniscule amount of comfort for that arm. At the same time, it released a portion of the barrier he had placed over the other areas of his body. Almost immediately, the pain returned to where his neck and wrists were confined to the stockade.

      Fighting a losing battle, Ryl released the bark diffusing the impact of the droplets, focusing again on his neck and wrists. To his surprise, he was successful in alleviating the majority of the pain. Yet, try as he might, he was unable to reach the same level of protection he had enjoyed when he had subconsciously called upon the woodskin in the first place. As hard as he could concentrate, he felt as if there were a barrier within him that repelled his every attempt to bypass it.

      Replacing a small level of insulation from the punishing drops on his neck and wrists, Ryl cocked his head to the side, looking down the pillory toward his right arm. Although his view of his arm was blocked by the wood, he was able to gauge the approximate time it took for the falling droplets to reach his right elbow. Struggling to maintain the hold over the rest of his protected body, Ryl concentrated on hardening his skin only for a split second to protect his body at the moment of impact.

      He lost count of the number of times he attempted the feat. The minutes slipped away into hours, his focus remained centered on creating the rapid change. His efforts were rewarded with a small, albeit minuscule, degree of success. Although he needed to start the process seconds early, he was successful in creating a localized barrier that at least partially insulated his elbow from the falling drops.

      Ryl was pleased with this small measure of success, yet a part of him was frustrated by his overall lack of understanding as to what was happening to him. His body felt stronger, more energized, more knowledgeable, yet the inability to see the whole picture ate away at him. Even with his relatively brief experience accessing the newfound powers at his disposal, there was a noticeable block inside him. He could feel it there every time he reached inside to control the woodskin.

      Ryl was astonished at the length of time the woodskin had remained present around his neck and wrists. The respite from the abuse of the stockade had given his hands and neck time to slightly recover. He let his head slump forward, leaning into the stockade, pushing forward with his shoulders and arms. Ryl closed his eyes for what he had planned on being a brief pause. Instead, he slipped almost immediately into dreamless sleep.
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      Ryl awoke with a choking gasp from sleep that was anything but comfortable. Struggling for air, he pushed himself up off the stockade using his wrists for leverage. The momentary panic passed as he rapidly regained his breath. The feeling of the rough leather cutting into his wrists assaulted his senses with a palpable force. The drops of water from the condensing moisture on the spikes above hit their marks, an irregular onslaught of pain that made concentrating difficult.

      Attempting to ignore the reinvigorated pain, Ryl worked to focus his distracted mind. His efforts were rewarded with a mild lessening of the pain around his neck and wrists. Again and again, he tried to extend the insulation of the woodskin to no avail. Exhausted, he admitted defeat, allowing the moderate protection to remain on his neck and wrists.

      He felt more drained of energy now than he could ever recall. It was a weariness that seeped from within his very core. He felt empty inside while on the outside his muscles burned and his skin throbbed from the torture.

      His body was screaming out the answer to a question from the night before. There was a definitive limit to the use of his woodskin. He had dangerously overused the gift.

      The void that he felt inside his body was terrifying, reminiscent of the nightmare that plagued him for eight cycles. The light he had just recently felt, the power, the defiance, all gone. In their place a frigid, black nothingness filled his body.

      Ryl craned his neck to get a better view of the sky. To the east, the dim glow of the rising sun was slowly creeping westward, signaling the start of the day’s work for the tributes. For the first time since his incarceration in The Stocks, he was excited about the prospects of his work assignment.

      The thought of being set free from his night of punishment was heartening. The Erlyn called to him and the solace of work in the orchard would be refreshing. The state of Tabenville was toxic, much more so than anywhere else in The Stocks. Ryl had barely been there a night and was already choking on its poison.

      The minutes stretched on while the punishing drops continued their relentless assault. Ryl had been forced to abandon any extra protection for anywhere except his neck. That was now virtually nonexistent and failing rapidly.

      As the sky brightened to the east, Ryl noted the shadowed figures of tributes silently escaping their waterlogged boarding house. They slipped out of their darkened entryway in groups of two or more, making haste down the road or into their assigned fields. The guards on duty, whether they noted the tribute’s hasty retreat or not, paid them no heed. Aside from the sluggish walking patrols, there was no movement from the guards’ side of Tabenville.

      Not long after the last of the tributes disappeared into the distance, Ryl watched as a trio of guards emerged from the morning gloom, steadily approaching his position. Ryl could tell all three were armed. One carried a bucket in one hand, a small pack in the other.

      The guard with the bucket stopped just shy of the gate, while the others carefully made their way onto the slick pier. Ryl stifled a laugh as one slipped, catching himself on the railing, nearly falling into the churning waters below. The two reached him without further incident, one circling around behind, while the other stood in front, hand wrapped around the hilt of his baton.

      “Try anything and you'll be sorry, herd,” the guard sneered.

      What could Ryl have done? He slumped down onto the pier as the guard released his hands and neck from their restraints. His body felt useless, the weight of his soaked clothes was enough to pin him to the pier. He let himself be hauled up to his feet by the two guards.

      Why were the guards in Tabenville so cautious? What had happened here to cause such a heightened level of anxiety and hatred toward the tributes? In the history of The Stocks, Ryl had never heard so much as a rumor of any attempted revolt or uprising. What could the unarmed tributes, who knew nothing of the true power that dwelled inside them, hope to accomplish against an armed and well-trained army?

      Ryl’s thought process was interrupted as the two guards dragging him to the small square dropped him painfully on the ground in front of the third. He crumpled to a heap when they released him, his mind and body sapped of the strength to stand. He inclined his head, looking up at the third guard, who exuded a notable air of superiority over his peers.

      “Your assignment is the removal of the fruit-eating moths that have been feasting on our orchards,” the guard sneered as if the infestation was Ryl’s fault. “Shake the trees to remove the infested fruit. Climb each tree and pick them off one by one. I could care less how you do it, just see that it gets done. Remove the rotten fruit, collect the moths and burn them in piles every few rows. Supposedly, this will keep the sensitive little buggers away. Straight forward enough, even your pathetic mind should be able to comprehend it.”

      The officer dropped the bucket on the ground by his feet and threw the pack, hitting Ryl squarely in the chest.

      “I expect the flint, striker and bucket to be returned every night,” the guard snapped. “Oh, and Osir was generous enough to give you half-rations. Now, gather your things and get outta my sight, herd.”

      With that, he turned and stormed off, heading in the direction of the officer’s quarters. A tribute was already out front of the gate maintaining the perfectly-pruned hedges. He shrank away as the officer approached. Ryl shook his head in disgust as he forced himself up to his knees, slowly rolling his shoulders to stretch his back and neck.

      His respite was short lived. The unexpected force of the heavy boot struck his right shoulder, a jarring, painful shock that sent him sprawling out on the hard-packed earth of the square. The small metal bucket clanked loudly as it bounced several meters away.

      “Weren’t you listening, herd?” the rough voice of the guard hissed. Ryl worked himself onto his hands and knees, clutching the rope of the small pack in his fist.

      A heavy boot caught him in the midsection, lifting him into the air. He landed hard on his side. Ryl rolled to his back. The blow had sucked the air out of him while sending an excruciating jolt of pain through his chest. For a panicked moment, he gasped as he struggled to breathe. The precious air had barely reached his lungs when rough hands dragged him to his feet.

      “Get on your way, now,” the guard demanded, pushing Ryl toward the bucket that had settled to a stop several meters down the road. Staggering forward, he expected his legs to give out on him as he stumbled along. The pack that was still locked in his vise-like grip dragged along behind him.

      Every breath shot searing pains through his torso, radiating outward throughout his body. He braced himself, placing a hand on the ground, staggering forward the few steps to the bucket. He coughed an agonizing, wracking cough, and a wad of dark crimson blood drooled out of his mouth.

      Ryl could hear the guards’ celebratory laughter behind him. The urge to stand defiant in the face of their insults threatened to turn him around. He involuntarily rose up to his full height, shoulders rolled back, hands clenched into fists. For a second, the world seemed to grind to a complete stop and the pain disappeared. Ryl struggled internally to quiet the feeling. He knew nothing good could come of it. In his current state, despite the intense feeling to fight, he had barely the energy to walk. Breathing was becoming an increasingly laborious task.

      Ryl sucked in as deep a breath as his body would allow, bent down and collected the overturned bucket, wincing at the agony. Slinging the rope to the pack over his shoulder, he began shuffling slowly down the road. The friendly limbs of the Erlyn looked to be an eternity away. He could feel their call growing stronger with every shuffled step.

      Keeping his head down, Ryl avoided making eye contact with the guards as he passed the barracks and small warehouse. The few he passed lazed around outside, barking out orders at the few unlucky tributes that were assigned to maintain the properties of the guards. He heard a few random insults cast in his direction, but he had long since learned not to pay those any mind.

      Slowly leaving the main village behind, Ryl again steered himself toward the opposite side of the road as he approached the stables. A habit formed out of hard lessons, he placed as much distance as possible between himself and his last obstacle before entering the safety of the Erlyn.

      A group of three guards sat lazily playing a game on a small wooden table. He was about to breathe a sigh of relief as one stood up, a look of disgust and hatred written across his face. The guard was slightly taller than Ryl and, even from a distance, his well-defined arms bulged through his ill-tailored uniform. His tight-fitting sleeves were out of place in comparison to the loose-fitting torso.

      Ryl increased his shuffling pace, watching the guard out of the corner of his eye. The guard stepped around the others who made no attempt to move as he brushed past. The direction of his quick steps left no question as to their intended destination. Ryl turned to meet the guard who was fast approaching, carefully placing the bucket down to his side.

      “Stop right there, herd,” the guard hissed. His right hand appeared to be fidgeting with something on the lower portion of his shirt.

      “Yes, sir,” Ryl answered feebly as the guard reached him.

      The guard’s next statement came not in the form of words. He lashed out with both hands, pushing Ryl in the shoulders. Still weakened from the painful night and morning, Ryl went down, involuntarily curling himself into a fetal position, facing away from the stables. His bag slipped from his hands, sliding to the ground in front of him.

      “Really sorry about this, ain’t no other way,” the guard whispered as he knelt down over Ryl. All hint of anger and animosity was gone from his voice. Ryl turned his head slightly, looking up in shock as the guard made a mock show of violently roughing him up.

      “You’ll stay down if you know what’s good for you,” the guard screamed, more over his shoulder than to Ryl.

      “Gotta keep up appearances, eh?” he whispered, reaching into his shirt and pulling out a small flattened package. The guard roughly grabbed Ryl’s bag with his other hand, making an exaggerated show of rummaging through it, as he slipped the package inside with his other hand.

      “There’s dry cloths and some extra food in there,” the guard whispered calmly. “I’m not perfect, ain’t no monster though.”

      Ryl looked up at the guard in shock as he tore off a small piece of the hard, stale bread Ryl had been given for a meal. The guard was older than Ryl. He looked to be somewhere near his thirtieth cycle, his brown hair trimmed short as was the typical style with the guards. His slightly crooked nose, weathered skin, and multiple small scars told of a life lived in hazard. Gone from his face was the angered sneer and hate-filled hazel eyes, replaced by a sympathetic smile and a look of sorrow.

      “Thank you,” Ryl mouthed the words, no sound coming from his throat, but the message rang out clear as day.

      “Stay safe,” the guard whispered with a wink as he tossed the small piece of bread into his mouth. He stood, dusted off his shirt and pants, made an overdramatic kick that landed just behind Ryl’s lower back, creating nothing more than a cloud of dust. With that, he turned back to his companions, throwing his arms out to his sides.

      “What?” he yelled back at the other guards. “I was hungry.” Laughter erupted from the pair as he strode quickly back toward the stable.

      For a moment, Ryl lay motionless on the road. The actions of the lone guard had taken him by surprise. The sentiment had shaken him to the core. In all his cycles in The Stocks, he'd never experienced anything quite like it.

      Never before had he seen or heard of a guard treating a tribute with kindness. Concocting an elaborate ruse by which aid could be given in the face of the other guards was a thing of legend. Ryl wondered who this guard was. For a moment, he smiled.

      His entire existence up to this point had been a juxtaposition of two worlds. In one, he was a happy child living a carefree life in the arms of a loving family. In the other, he had been abandoned, stripped of his identity, traded as a commodity, hated and abused by all, including those who were there to protect him. The closest thing to kindness on the part of the guards up to this point had been to disregard his existence entirely.

      Ryl watched as this stranger sauntered back to the cheers of his peers. He was greeted as a returning hero with handshakes and jubilant claps on the back. His triumphant violence, undoubtedly a story to be told time and time again, exaggerated around the tables of the mess hall. How many more shared the same sentiment as this lone guard?

      Da'agryn had said not to give up hope, that there were allies out there. Ryl chuckled to himself as he forcibly hauled himself back to his feet. This couldn't have been who he meant.

      Ryl moved slowly forward, toward the entrance to the Erlyn. Even with all that had occurred throughout his short life, including the events of the last few days, this one singular action caused him to look at the world in a whole new light.

      Perhaps, there was still good in the world. Perhaps, this small view of life here in The Stocks wasn't a true representation of the overall societal sentiment toward the tributes.

      Step after step, Ryl plodded on down the road. He glanced back over his shoulder half-expecting to see guards in pursuit. The road between him and Tabenville was deserted. He nearly doubled over in pain as he forced out a painful, productive cough. He spat out a glob of mucus and blood. He didn't need to look at the red stain on the road for confirmation. The stale taste of iron filled his mouth.

      Every step was met with pain. His neck throbbed and his legs burned from maintaining the same position throughout the night. His wrists were nearly raw from the chafing of the leather bonds. His ribs were bruised or broken from the brutal kick from the steel-toed boots.

      The closer he got to the Erlyn, the greater her call was. In the pillory overnight, he could barely hear her, the pain and the roar of the falls drowning her out. Now as he approached the entrance, he could feel her song throughout his body. The Erlyn felt worried, as if the forest had felt his discomfort and could do nothing to assist.

      Ryl exhaled a painful breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding in as he crossed the threshold of the woods. His breaths were growing shorter and more laborious, yet a profound feeling of relief washed over him as he was swallowed up by the collective shadow of the trees.

      No more than a dozen paces into the woods, a second small path had opened up to his right. The swollen banks of the river had receded slightly, yet still lapped at the left-hand side of the road. The path called to him, an irresistible gravity drawing him away from the main road.

      Ryl stopped at the entrance to the small path, resting his right hand on one of the trees framing the narrow opening. Leaning his weight against the sturdy tree, he placed his forehead for a moment on the back of his hand, gasping for breath, sucking in every last drop of the clean, crisp, earthen air of the forest.

      “It's good to be back,” Ryl said, looking up, taking in the sights of the forest and canopy high above. “I missed you, too.”
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      The brief gentle breeze and quiet rustling of the leaves were the only signs that there had ever been an entrance behind Ryl. The path before him into the Erlyn was unlike any he had traveled before. Beams of daylight broke through the canopy above in glowing pillars, striking the pathway at seemingly measured intervals as he staggered onward.

      Between the trees, the forest to either side was covered with large ferns and leafed plants which Ryl couldn’t readily identify. The floor of the pathway was covered entirely in soft moss that cushioned and muffled the sound of every step. Ryl glanced behind him, within seconds the springy ground returned to its natural shape, erasing all traces of his passage.

      The flat, well-lit pathway continued on for a short time before reaching the base of an enormous fallen tree, some thirty meters in diameter. The base looked ancient, an ashy grey color, as if it had been petrified ages ago. Ryl glanced skyward. The remains of the gargantuan tree stretched some twenty meters above him. A great beam of sunlight pierced the gloom landing directly on the top of the great stump.

      The path ended at an opening in the base of the tree. With nowhere else to turn, Ryl stepped into the narrow hole, ducking slightly although the roof was tall enough to accommodate his full height. Once inside, the walls and ceiling were made of repeating lines of slightly varied colors. Ryl ran his hand along the wall. Smooth to the touch, each line ended in a slight lip giving the walls a wavy feeling.

      The entranceway traveled through the tree for several paces before depositing Ryl in a circular clearing. The opening in the middle of the tree was perhaps ten meters wide. The walls were the same ashen color as the exterior of the tree and glistened with moisture. Small clumps of glowing moss dotted its interior.

      The ground was carpeted in short green grass, sloping slightly downward from all sides to the center where a small tree stood. Ryl approached the tree, examining it carefully. The slender tree stood nearly twice his height, its flawless, straight trunk broken by two branches, slightly longer than his forearm in length that extended out opposite each other. The top formed an almost perfectly round, flat roof of leaves.

      The branches that extended outward were at approximately eye level. Each limb was strikingly different in appearance. To the right, the branch was healthy, sprouting a green clump of leaves that protected a small, round green fruit. The branch to the left appeared devoid of life, a dead relic still clinging desperately to the trunk.

      Ryl gasped for breath, a spasm of pain initiating a coughing fit that brought him to his hands and knees at the base of the tree. The bucket and pack dropped to the ground as the blood poured freely from his mouth. Shaking from the pain, struggling desperately for breath, he rocked back on his heels, straightening his body, hoping to gather more precious air.

      Tears welled in the corners of his eyes as he lifted his vision up from the blood-soaked grass at his knees. The kick from the guard had wreaked enough havoc to his insides that he was slowly drowning in his own blood, each painful breath more difficult than the last. He would never be able to reach a mender in time.

      The chilling realization stuck him that this was the end. Ryl lifted his hand, running his finger around the circular brand of the House on his neck. He cracked a small smile at the thought of his sponsor and how irate he or she would be when their investment turned up missing. No guard would ever find him here, of that he was certain. The Erlyn would never allow it.

      The spiteful resolve turned to sorrow as he realized that his passing would amount to nothing more than a mere inconvenience in the life of the so-called righteous soul who had claimed his life for their own benefit. Another would be chosen. Another child would be torn away from his or her family to live a life of constant mental and physical torture. Ryl slammed his right fist into the ground, driving it nearly up to his wrist in the earth, now softened by his blood.

      No.

      He would not go out like this. There had to be another way. Every fiber in his body screamed out in protest, the blood in his veins burned with an intensity he had never felt before. He tilted his head back, letting out a scream that was foreign to his ears. The guttural, savage cries of a countless number of voices coalesced into one massive roar shouting defiance into the silent forest.

      The scream was short lived. Ryl doubled back over as another spell of coughing riddled his body with pain, splattering blood on the base of the ashen tree.

      Ryl wasn't sure if he was hallucinating due to the pain and trauma. Between ragged breaths, he watched in a state of delirium as the droplets of his blood absorbed into the bark of the tree. From where the drops splattered on the trunk, fine red lines formed, snaking their way up the trunk.

      The lines zigzagged their way northward until they reached the intersection of the branches. From there, the darkened veins split, flowing outward along the limbs. Ryl’s blurred vision was transfixed in wonder as they approached the outward extremity of the living branch. The blood flowed into the leaves, spreading out like a spider’s web in every direction, until the entirety of the leaf had changed to deep, crimson red.

      The tips of the leaves began to curl in on themselves. The wilting spread quickly throughout until each one was nothing more than a shriveled, brittle-looking shell of its former self.

      The dark vein paused momentarily before flowing into the fruit. A metamorphosis began as the green skin swirled like liquid. Drop after drop of the crimson mixed with the green of the fruit, rapidly overtaking its natural color. The fruit changed to dark crimson, bulging slightly at the bottom, stretching itself into the shape of a teardrop. The swirling ceased and the fruit detached from the branch, falling silently to the ground at Ryl's side.

      The sense of urgency from the Erlyn washed over him, mirroring what he was feeling inside. An involuntary scream of pain escaped his lips as he stretched out to grab the small fruit. Its skin was slick, matching its glossy sheen, while the fruit itself was soft, compressing with Ryl’s gentle squeeze.

      He struggled his way forward. The base of the tree was only a meter away, yet it required considerable effort to reach. His shallow breaths came more rapidly. He collapsed into a sitting position, resting his back against the thin tree. The bark was smooth and surprisingly solid, the thin trunk giving no indication of his weight upon it. Ryl's mind wandered momentarily. He had never seen a tree bearing its likeness before.

      The urge to cough snapped Ryl’s mind back to reality. With effort, he stifled the feeling. He looked at the fruit, rolling it between his fingers. A persistent sense of urgency flowed from the Erlyn. The desire to eat the fruit was irresistible.

      Ryl leaned back against the tree, inclining his head slightly. The opening in the forest’s canopy above showed a sky that was clear blue. The sun overhead beat down on the small umbrella that the tree created. He savored the sight for a second before closing his eyes, tossing the fruit into his mouth.

      Ryl bit into the small fruit. The skin was remarkably tough. The fruit stretched until finally tearing open, releasing a surprising amount of gelatinous liquid. The thick liquid tasted unlike anything he had experienced before, a confusing mixture that was tasteless one moment, then sweet the next. Ryl nearly gagged as the liquid slid down his throat, coating the walls with a refreshingly cool tingling sensation. The flesh that had been tough and elastic at first now dissolved in his mouth.

      The cooling sensation continued on to his stomach. Ryl could feel the tingling slowly expand outward from his gut, spreading throughout his core, before stretching outward until it covered his entire body.

      The feeling was comforting, the pain in his ribs and his difficulty breathing forgotten amid the calming chill that filled him. The forest was silent. The forest was still, as if holding its breath in anticipation. For a moment, Ryl’s wet, raspy, rapid breath was the only sound to break the silence.

      From deep within his chest, the beating of his heart sounded out its cadence, quiet at first but quickly increasing in volume. The thumping that sounded in his ears crescendoed until it was deafening. Ryl could feel the beat of his heart, faintly at first. It, too, intensified until every beat radiated through his body, shaking the ground beneath him. The forest trembled along with the rhythm of his heart.

      From his feet, the tingling sensation began to travel up his body using his bones as a map. While not painful, it was an unnerving awareness, as if Ryl could feel the outline of every bone as it traced its way up his legs, past his hips to his spine. As it moved further upward, it left a hale and rejuvenated feeling in its wake.

      It wasn’t long after the sensation began tracing his ribs that the unnatural aura changed. Until now, as the tingling had passed, Ryl had felt better than ever. As the sensation traveled through his ribcage continuing toward his neck, the veil over the pain it had been masking was removed without warning. The agony that washed over his ribs was intense, made worse when compared to the feeling of perfection spreading as the tingling finished tracing the rest of his skeleton.

      Through the pain, Ryl began to understand the true extent of his injuries. The kick to his body had broken several ribs, puncturing his lungs.

      Ryl was still struggling for breath as the sensation completed the circuit of his body. Almost immediately, a warmth began spreading through his shattered ribs. The temperature increased to an agonizing burning. Ryl’s body went rigid with the pain. The white-hot searing grew as the pieces of his ribs began repositioning themselves in their rightful positions. He could feel every millimeter of the bone as it slowly tore its way back out of his lungs.

      As if being melted and reforged by a blacksmith’s fire, Ryl experienced his bones merging together. He felt the wound to his lungs cauterize as the inferno raged inside his chest. A sudden impulse struck him and he surged forward from where he was sitting propped against the tree, landing on his hands and knees. A thick stream of blood forced its way out of his mouth and nose as his lungs contracted, expelling the fluid that had been choking him.

      Crawling far enough to avoid the puddle of gore that stained the pristine grass carpet, Ryl collapsed to the ground, coughing as he cleared the last of the blood from his lungs. As the coughing fit passed, he rolled to his back inhaling deeply and letting out a long slow breath.

      There was no pain.

      His breaths came easy and regular.

      The feeling of rejuvenation that had permeated the rest of his body now filled him as a whole. Ryl closed his eyes, radiating a sincere feeling of gratitude to the Erlyn. She had saved his life again. He noted that the worry and urgency he had felt earlier were now gone.

      A second sensation tugged at his awareness. It was a feeling that he had grown to treasure, grown accustomed to during his cycles in The Stocks. The warmth, the welcome. The realization dawned on him. This was the feeling Da’agryn had described, the feeling that identifies and connects the tributes, the phrenics. His eyes were closed. Yet through the blackness, a soft golden light was growing from the bottom of his eyelids.

      His eyes snapped open.

      He wasn’t alone.
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      Before his eyes could readjust to the light, Ryl had already regained his footing. He blinked twice, rubbing his eyes with his forearm to make sure they weren’t playing a trick on him. Standing before the tree was a specter of a man, body and clothing perfectly detailed yet seemingly made of translucent shades of yellow and gold. Its body glowed slightly in the shade of the small tree.

      The apparition standing before him appeared to be a man wearing the traditional cloak of a phrenic. The cloak was pulled back off his left arm revealing a simple, yet intricate design running from his shoulder to his wrist.

      His oblong face was clean-shaven, his mouth turned up in a small smile. His wavy hair was parted to the side and stopped before his chin. His hair and cloak were jostled mildly by a ghostly breeze that only they could feel. The air in the tree’s interior was still.

      The most striking feature, however, was his eyes. They were expressive, burning with a determined fire that bored into Ryl. The eyes stared into his for a long moment, as if appraising him. Ryl forced himself to maintain eye contact, endeavoring to match the determined stare.

      The man blinked, nodded slightly and took a slow step forward. Ryl took an involuntary step backward as he approached. Seeing this, that specter stopped, calmly crossing his hands behind his back.

      “My name is Caprien. It is an honor to meet you.” The voice was rich and full of life, altogether incongruous to the ethereal figure standing before him.

      “I've waited a long time for this moment,” he continued. “That the Erlyn chose to bring you to me, means you have proven your worth. A life, well worth saving, and a debt fulfilled.”

      “Thank you for saving me,” Ryl confessed, confused. “A debt fulfilled? I don't understand.”

      “If you will,” Caprien replied as he took a step closer, “allow me to show you.”

      Ryl nodded his acceptance.

      Caprien stopped in front of Ryl, just inside of arm’s reach. He raised his left arm slowly, palm facing Ryl's torso, closed his eyes and pressed his hand against Ryl's chest.

      The initial shock jolted Ryl. A flare of white light filled his vision.
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        * * *

      

      Ryl was in motion as the blinding white light cleared. The scene around him was utter chaos. In all directions, a veritable sea of abominations, skin so dark red it appeared nearly black, covered the land, jostling for position as they swarmed toward him. Armed with every manner of crude weapon, they approached in uncoordinated waves.

      The Outland Horde.

      His movements were not his own.

      He ducked a spiked mace as it sailed over his head. The wind from its passing wafted the stench of death into his nostrils. Pivoting to the spear aimed directly at his abdomen, he brought the blade in his left hand down on the shaft of the spear, neatly shearing it in two. The identical blade in his other hand lashed out, severing the neck of one of his attackers, sending a spray of thick, black blood into the face of the second. Bringing his arms together like scissors, he severed both hand and head of the second attacker as it was wiping its face, momentarily blinded by the spray of blood. The displaced head hadn’t reached the ground before he engaged the next attacker.

      The speed and agility of his attacks were shocking. Every motion flowed together with a fluid grace he could neither follow nor comprehend. Although not in control, Ryl felt every action as if it were his own. He barely noticed the weight of the strange matching blades in his hands. They moved as if they were a natural extension of his arms.

      The wooden handles were the length of his forearm, holding blades of roughly the same length in the shape of long thin leaves. The blades were partially translucent and shimmered with a green fire, their intricate design anything but fragile. The veins that fanned out across the blade were clearly defined, shining brighter than the blade itself, ending in razor-sharp points along the blade’s edges.

      Screams of bloodlust mingled with ear-piercing shrieks of pain. The sound of metal on metal mixed with the chilling snapping of bone. The air was a putrid collection of smells; blood and death combined into a noxious aroma. The ground was littered with bodies in various states of ruin. Some crushed, some severed, others burned, while yet others still wailed as they writhed in agony, waiting for death’s cold embrace.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Ryl witnessed other phrenics, capes billowing out behind them, all dealing death in disproportionate numbers. Ryl moved with a fluid agility, dodging blow after blow, severing limbs, heads and weapons with every strike. To his right a mountain of a man hefted a warhammer nearly as large as himself with deadly efficiency. Any who came within his weapon’s radius were soon crushed under the hammer’s unimaginable force.

      To his left, a warrior with sword and shield, parried, blocked and countered with unmatched speed and precision. Every thrust pierced an enemy, incoming blows were blocked perfectly into his foe’s companions.

      The same story played out along the entirety of the circular outer line of the phrenics’ position. The pile of dead grew steadily, the ground slick with gore as the outnumbered, but far superior fighters deftly handled their foes.

      The interior of the circle was no less deadly. The unmolested phrenic elementalists attacked with terrifying force and power the horde could neither counter nor defend. Balls of fire left arcing trails of smoke as they screamed into the enemy’s midst, explosions incinerating all those within range. Lightning bolts launched from their hands with pinpoint precision, shredding through multiple foes. The ground heaved and buckled, turning the stumbling horde into easy targets.

      The circle had been steadily creeping backward toward the forest behind them. Ryl recognized the feeling of the Erlyn instantly, although the surrounding terrain was unfamiliar.

      A horn sounded from behind. With ease, he separated himself from his foe. All along the line, phrenics made space between themselves and their attackers. Another horn sounded, followed quickly by a third. Ryl dropped to a knee.

      For a moment, the sky above went dark. The high pitch whistle of a wave of arrows sailed over the group. Ryl knew most of the arrows would find their marks. The cries of agony from the horde confirmed his expectation.

      They had reached the border of the forest. The planned retreat now formed a half-circle as the battle waged all along their line. A massive push came from the horde, numbers too great for the phrenic warriors to sustain. Ryl was separated from the group as the hand of a dying horde grasped his ankle, wrenching him off balance.

      Ryl watched in slow motion as the jagged sword entered his belly, exiting through his back.

      The pain was intense. His daggers didn't cease their counter, quickly severing the arm holding the sword in his belly, followed by the head. Two phrenics flashed in front of him, fighting headlong into the impossible numbers of the horde. Ryl screamed aloud in a voice not his own. He felt the agony in its tone.

      He knew their names, Eroh and Kailid. He knew them well. He felt the grief in his heart as he watched them be overrun and torn to pieces at the hands of the horde.

      Strong hands pulled him backward, only a few paces remaining before the woods. The phrenic line melted into the Erlyn. The pursuing horde didn't follow.

      All went black.

      Ryl's vision returned. The canopy of the woods above was passing slowly overhead. His movement was limited to his eyes. The rest of his body felt like stone. Only through effort could he muster a small wiggle from his fingers. Ryl looked around frantically. He was being carried on a litter. He could see the back of the phrenic carrying the front. The sword that had impaled him still remained.

      He strained to move. A face leaned over into view, placing a gentle hand on his shoulder. Cass. She was young. Even after her talents awoke, she had chosen to remain a simple farm girl. Caring and compassionate, she could nurture the land in ways few else could, growing all manner of crops in areas where none had grown before. She also happened to be one of the finest marksmen in all the land, taking up Taben’s call for aid without hesitation.

      “Lie still, Caprien, we’re almost there,” Cass said softly, leaving her hand resting on his shoulder. Ryl’s vision faded into blackness.

      He blinked, trying to clear the blurred picture before his eyes. His eyelids felt heavy and he struggled to keep them open. Ryl was lying on his back looking up from the center of a large hollow tree. He recognized the location immediately. Cass and a small group of others were kneeling down around him, eyes glistening with unshed tears.

      “Caprien, can you hear me?” Cass asked gently, leaning closer.

      “Aye, Cass,” Ryl responded in a voice that was not his own. “I can barely move. How bad is it?”

      “No, Caprien, lie still.” Cass choked out the response, tears welling up in the corner of her eyes. “I’m afraid it’s bad. The sword is the only thing keeping you alive. It must have severed your spine. If we remove it, you’ll bleed out.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut. A single tear rolled down her cheek, falling onto Ryl’s face.

      “It’s all right, Cass,” he said, acknowledging the truth of the situation. “Where are we now?”

      “You don’t remember?” she asked. “After they pulled you back into the woods, you were pleading with the Erlyn to help. She led us here.”

      It took but a moment for Ryl to accept his fate. He had lived a good life, a productive life. He rose to the call to help when few others would lift a finger. Why did Eroh and Kailid have to die trying to save him? He would give anything to have stopped their sacrifices.

      He knew there was no bringing back the dead. If, somehow, he was able to save the lives of others, he would give his life to make it so.

      “Cass, where are my Leaves?” Ryl asked, voice growing weaker by the moment.

      “They’re in your hand, Caprien,” Cass said through her tears. “Where they belong.”

      She lifted his limp left arm so that he could see his fist closed tightly around the two ironwood sticks.

      The Leaves had returned to their dormant form and were, by all appearances, a set of plain sticks, worn by frequent use. Ryl had seen first-hand the awesome power they possessed.

      “Thank you, Cass,” he whispered.

      He closed his eyes and took a deep steadying breath.

      “Erlyn, let their sacrifices be not in vain,” he announced in a voice that filled the hollowed out tree, booming through the forest. With every word, he poured his feeling out to the woods.

      “Let me remain in this spot until my debt has been repaid,” he continued, pouring his emotion out with every word. “Two died so that I could live. Let those in dire need return here. Let me be the elixir for their survival until my oath is fulfilled.”

      With every ounce of willpower and remaining strength, he lifted his right arm, grasping the hilt of the sword protruding from his stomach, tearing it out of his body.

      His arm and sword fell limp to the ground. Cass struggled to stop the flow of blood, tears streaming down her face.

      “No, Cass. I’m ready.” His voice was no more than a breath. Blood streamed freely from the holes in his stomach and back. A chill was setting into his body.

      His eyes focused on the clear sky above. Ryl watched as a small object floated downward, blown in on the breeze. His eyesight failing, he followed its descent toward him, yet he couldn’t make out what it was. Cass followed his gaze skyward, lifting her hand and gently cradling the falling object.

      Through her tears, she smiled, holding her catch so that he could see it. In her hand was a small seed the shape of a teardrop, a small stem with two thin leaves sprouted from its top.

      “Fitting, it’s an ironwood seed,” she whispered, her voice growing faint as his vision grew dark. “The Erlyn heard you, Caprien.”

      Blackness set in once again.
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        * * *

      

      Ryl opened his eyes to a similar scene, although he knew at once the difference. His body felt cushioned by the thick grass. He ran his hands out to the sides letting them slide over the top of the soft, green blanket. The air was fresh, yet the lingering stench of death remained in the recesses of his consciousness.

      Ryl sat up, surveying the scene around him. Caprien was standing with his back to him, facing the tree, arms crossed behind his back. The tree was now a dark shade of grey, its smooth bark now cracked and brittle. The circular canopy of leaves at the top was nothing more than a shriveled collection of dark crimson leaves.

      The tree was dying.

      Rising swiftly, he approached the older phrenic slightly off his right shoulder. The skin on the left side of Ryl's chest began to itch, much like the itching of newly healing skin. He reached his right hand across his body to appease the feeling, gasping aloud as he felt the raised skin underneath his light shirt. Caprien turned his head in Ryl’s direction at the sound.

      He stretched out the neck of his shirt to inspect his chest. The black outline of a hand was tattooed on his skin where Caprien’s hand had touched him. The fingers were solid black, separated from the palm by a thin strip of undisturbed skin. The palm was shaded black around a circular design that dominated the majority of the interior.

      On closer inspection, the circle was comprised of six consecutive rings around a solid black centerpoint. An intricate pattern of straight lines and right angles made up each ring, although none of the boarding rings lined up.

      “What did you do to me?” Ryl asked softly.

      “That is called a mark of transference,” Caprien stated bluntly, his voice now airy and quiet. “In my time, I was an expert in the agile subtype of the physical sect. You witnessed first-hand my motions. Whatever skill I still possess is now yours.”

      Ryl shot Caprien a confused look.

      “You felt what it was like to move in my body,” he continued. “You will need to call on that memory to learn for yourself. The ability is there. When it's time, the blood will know what to do.”

      Ryl opened his mouth to ask a question. Caprien turned his head, staring longingly at the tree. A leaf broke off from the small canopy, falling slowly, dissolving into thin air before reaching the ground.

      “Every variation of the physical sects are matched with a specific weapon,” Caprien stated, his voice now a whisper. “The weapons have been handed down to another within the same sect throughout the ages by means of a transference. They will serve the call of one master at a time.”

      Caprien stepped forward, placing a hand on each of the two haggard branches close to the trunk of the withering tree. The remaining leaves on the branches broke off, disintegrating into nothing as they fell toward the ground. He bowed his head slightly as he pulled outward with each hand.

      The branches separated cleanly and silently from the trunk, sprouting their identical shimmering green blades as they slid out from the tree. The leaf-shaped blades faded away as quickly as they appeared and the barren twigs that capped each end fell off as Caprien twirled them effortlessly in each hand.

      “The Leaves are now yours,” he whispered. “Although not yet awoken, you now represent the last of the agile sect. Once you learn to harness that skill, the Leaves will be forever at your command.”

      Caprien turned to Ryl, reverently placing the two identical wooden shafts into his outstretched hands.

      “Thank you,” Ryl proffered, at a loss for words. “I will ever endeavor to live to your example, though I fear I will fall short of your skills.”

      “Do not fret, young one,” Caprien whispered reassuringly. “Not all skills are automatic. They weren’t for me, nor for the masters before me.”

      Caprien looked closely at Ryl.

      “The penchant for learning is there,” he said, pointing at Ryl’s head then heart. “Whether you possess the strength of will to work to master them … that is a question only you can answer.”

      Caprien again turned back toward the tree as the last of the leaves fell from the once green canopy. He bowed his head, resting it gently on the rough bark of the trunk.

      “A debt has been fulfilled. Thank you, Erlyn,” Caprien whispered, his voice carrying away like a breeze.

      “Live well, my friend.” Caprien turned his head briefly to smile at Ryl before facing the tree once more. Purposefully, he tilted his head back, arms outstretched to the sides.

      A gentle breeze swelled inside the hollowed out tree, circling from the outer wall to the center where it lifted straight upward. Caprien's cloak rustled noiselessly in the wind. The top of the tree began to splinter, crumbling to dust, swirling skyward in a vertical column until it disappeared into the sky.

      Once the process started, the tree disintegrated more rapidly. In turn, the translucent figure of Caprien began undergoing the same process, as tree and man turned to dust to be carried off by the wind.

      A few moments later, both were gone, the wind following the last speck of dust skyward. Only a small bare patch of earth remained where the tree had once stood.

      Ryl bowed his head in remembrance, silently thanking both Caprien and the Erlyn. He looked down in awe at the Leaves in his hands. With a final bow of his head, he turned, collected his small pack and bucket, and left the hollow tree.
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      Ryl connected with the Erlyn as he left the hollowed out trunk. The road through the wood was deserted. He opened a pathway that would deposit him close to the end of the road bordering to the orchard. The pair of activities left him feeling drained and winded. He paused to catch his breath.

      The sun had already passed midday. He had now fallen further behind on his assigned task and would have to work quickly to make up for lost time. Spending another night in the stockade was not a punishment he desired to repeat.

      The last several days’ worth of experiences had filled his head with more questions than ever before. He longed for the peace to contemplate the answers. Since leaving Quinlen at the Stillwater camp, his life had consisted of momentous event after event, never allowing him pause to collect his thoughts. He hungered for a decent night's rest.

      Although his tattered clothing was now dry, he happily changed into the new pair the benevolent guard had snuck into his pack. Ryl was hungry, so he devoured a self-rationed portion of the extra food he had been given.

      His hunger temporarily satiated, he marveled at how physically refreshed he was after the morning’s ordeal. He had been on the brink of death, had died in the body of a phrenic from over a thousand cycles ago, then fully rejuvenated in a matter of minutes. His mind struggled to make sense of the drastic and sudden changes.

      The thought of the battle terrified him. The memory was too real. He could feel the wet splatter of blood on his face, the cries of hatred and agony still rang in his ears. He marveled at the strength of the phrenics that stood defiant in the face of such insurmountable odds. Not only had they stood their ground, their skills were unmatched; the devastation they wrought was on a scale he couldn't fathom.

      The phrenic name and any mention of their abilities had been scrubbed from the records of history. He could see now that the myths he had learned as a child of Taben's army were rooted in fact. Ryl couldn't help but feel a tinge of regret that Taben, who was supposedly the most capable of them all, had been absent from those memories.

      The path Ryl had been walking ended in a hidden intersection with the main road. Cautiously stepping out from the trail, he heard the telltale rustle of the entrance closing behind him. The exit to the Erlyn stood before him. Beyond the forest, he could see the orchard and his work assignment to the right of the road. The river, still swollen, churned along the eastern edge.

      Ryl quickly made his way into the orchard to begin the arduous task ahead. The orchard spanned a dozen rows that ran perpendicular to the road. Each row was nearly a mile long. Ryl shuddered at the enormity of the task ahead of him as he made his way between the first set of trees.

      Each tree was approximately ten meters in height, their thick trunks dividing at around the height of his chest, spreading out into several smaller branches. There was no way Ryl could shake the tree as a whole, so he carefully packed the Leaves into his pack, placing that and the bucket at the base of the tree.

      Tree climbing had never been his forte. Ever since his fall from the tree as a child, he had a healthy respect for the wooden giants. There were times when he had climbed trees for one reason or another, but gone was the carefree attitude of a child. Each foothold was carefully planned, his weight tested on each branch before making his way higher.

      Without thinking, Ryl took several steps back giving himself enough room to gain speed. He lunged forward, leaping at the last moment, placing his right foot on a small knot about waist height. Pushing off with his foot, he launched himself outward grabbing a hold of a branch with both hands, easily swinging himself up and over, landing softly, straddling the branch. It took a moment for his mind to catch up to the actions that had just occurred.

      Cycles of hard labor in the fields had left him with a strong, athletic physique. His natural strength was more than capable of the maneuvers he had just performed. His true shock was in the ease of the actions; actions he never would have dreamed of attempting. The movements felt like second nature to him, as if he had been practicing them for cycles. Ryl ran his fingers over the slightly protruding tattoo over his left breast.

      Agile.

      Ryl laughed at himself at the thought of the phrenics of old, of Caprien, using their heightened powers to shake infested fruit out of a tree. He shifted his weight enough to jostle the branch, a single infested fruit dropped to the ground. He looked around noting the amount of fruit that had already fallen, apparent victims of the storm that raged through just a few days past.

      Ryl easily swung himself from branch to branch, stopping to give each a good shake in turn. As he went, he made a cursory inspection of the remaining fruit for sign of the moths. Few infested fruit remained in the tree, the majority lay withering on the ground below.

      The afternoon wore on quickly as Ryl repeated the process from tree to tree in the first two rows. The work was sluggish and tiring. His muscles burned from the exertion of clambering up and down the trees, yet reacted with the agility of one who’d mastered the action.

      The sun was dipping further down in the sky as Ryl descended from his last tree of the day. He’d cleared only a dozen trees in the short time he had available due to the turbulent events of the morning. This was a miniscule fraction of the total of the orchard. He guessed this assignment would take nearly a full moon to complete.

      Now, the tedious work of collecting the moths from the infested fruit began in haste. His orders were to burn them in large piles in order to ward off others of their kind. Ryl doubted that this would have any effect, but as it was expressly ordered, he committed to the action to save himself from guaranteed punishment.

      Gathering sticks and debris to start a fire was an easy proposition thanks to the damage left in the wake of the driving winds from the storm. Ryl easily started a fire in the middle of the aisle using the worn flint he had been provided by the guards. Once his blaze was established, he began feeding the moths he’d collected in the bucket into the fire. For the benefit of the guards that were inevitably watching his progress from afar, he added a few wet, living sprigs, creating a dark grey plume of smoke that rose into the sky.

      Shortly after, Ryl sat back in a daze watching the small fire eat away at the wood. Thankfully, the collection of moths he’d collected had already been reduced to ash. They made a sickening popping noise and gave off a nauseating smell of death as they were incinerated in the blaze. He tossed the last morsel of food into his mouth, savoring the aroma of the now clean-smelling fire.

      He was exhausted. The heat from the blaze helped to ease some of the discomfort from his sore muscles. The warmth and muffled crackling was cathartic, lulling him into a peaceful respite, although short lived as it would be. He needed to be back in Tabenville before curfew.

      The last sliver of sun had nearly disappeared behind the western palisade when Ryl rose, stamping out the remaining embers of the day’s fire. Fearful of retribution for losing the bucket, he chose to bring it back to Tabenville instead of stashing it among the trees of the orchard. Ryl grabbed the equipment and hefted the small pack over his shoulder heading toward the main road.

      The uncommonly hefty weight of the pack stopped him in his tracks.

      The Leaves.

      His mind had been preoccupied with the task at hand in the orchard. He had entirely forgotten that they were tucked safely away in his pack. He couldn’t risk bringing them to Tabenville. As innocent and innocuous as they were with their shimmering green blades dormant, they were too valuable to risk the curiosity of an overzealous guard, or a maniacal sub-master.

      Ryl reached into his bag pulling out the two lightweight sticks, considering where he could hide them as he walked quickly toward the Erlyn. Nowhere in Tabenville would be safe. He considered burying them in the orchard, but the thought of the ever-present watchful eye of the guards convinced him of the potential downfall in that plan.

      He crossed the threshold into the gloom of the Erlyn and the answer became clear. Making his way past the first bend, ensuring he couldn’t be seen if any other travelers were on the road, Ryl closed his eyes, focusing his thoughts on the Erlyn. He pleaded with the woods for a safe place to hide the Leaves, a place where no one would find them save himself.

      The mental exertion was less than he expected this time, yet he still panted to catch his breath. The strain of the day on his muscles combined with the added burden from communicating with the Erlyn had left him severely weakened. Ryl leaned against the tree for support. The woods paused a moment, then responded by opening a small path leading into the depths of the forest.

      Ryl exited the main path quickly, fearful of being discovered. He hadn't seen a soul throughout his shortened work day, yet he knew the guards were never far away from the orchard and main road. He could feel their malevolent, hungry eyes watching over him in all he did.

      The sensation inside the Erlyn now was another story altogether. Whereas before the unease permeated every step, the woods now welcomed him with a refreshing air of calm and safety.

      The path before him was narrow and dimly lit. Only the light green glow of the scattered patches of moss illuminated the walkway. The branches above virtually covered the entirety of the path forming a nearly solid arboreal tunnel. The air was still, the forest quiet. The only sounds came from the soft crunching of dried leaves underfoot as he carefully navigated the forest floor.

      Ryl followed the gently winding path until it ended abruptly in another small clearing. He looked around the opening. The empty patch of forest was penned in by five large trees, their boughs covered the clearing, making a crude ceiling. Like the pathway, the only light was from the moss scattered throughout the area.

      Crossing from one side of the clearing to the other, Ryl noted nothing of any importance. He was seeking somewhere safe to hide the Leaves. Why then had the Erlyn brought him here? Had the forest misunderstood his intentions?

      He made another circle of the small clearing. The ground was clean as if the detritus had been recently swept. Ryl circled the perimeter of the clearing studying the ground, looking for a sign of something he had missed. So intent was his focus on the ground between himself and the center of the clearing that he failed to notice the stone that his foot caught on, sending him careening forward. Ryl braced himself for the fall.

      His carelessness would have normally resulted in him falling clumsily on his chest. At the last moment, Ryl dove forward, landing on the back of his right shoulder, rolling so that his momentum carried him through a somersault and back to his feet.

      The unexpected agility again surprised him. His body reacted in a manner that was strangely foreign to him, as if in those situations he wasn’t completely in control of his own actions. It was an uncomfortable feeling that Ryl hoped with time would fade.

      He looked back to at the stone that had tripped him. It was well disguised, covered in dark green moss and leaves, laying just off the side of one of the trees that formed the loose border of the clearing. If he hadn’t tripped over it, he wasn’t sure if he would have noticed it, disguised as it was.

      The rock was part a small cairn that reached up to just under Ryl’s knee. Only a small portion was showing, the rest had been swallowed by the forest. He tore a small clump of glowing moss off the adjacent tree and bent down to get a closer look.

      The stones varied in size, all were rounded and weathered and covered partially in dark green moss. Ryl was about to move on from the pile when one of the rocks caught his eye.

      About halfway up the side of the pile, a single rock stood out from the others. Where the rest were natural in shape and construction, the perfectly squared off edges gave this one an unnatural look. A wave of satisfaction from the Erlyn washed over him as he reached for the stone.

      He smiled as he lifted the rectangular stone from its resting place, surprised that it was much lighter than he had anticipated. The underside of the stone featured a second, slightly smaller rectangle that held it in place as it covered the small, concealed cavity.

      Ryl’s heart raced in anticipation as he shined the light of the moss toward the cache, eager to discover what treasures could have been left behind. The soft green light illuminated the interior of the compartment, only a grey garment of some type lay folded neatly at the bottom.

      Resting the moss aside, Ryl carefully pulled the cloth out of the cache. He expected it to crumble away to dust, as it was most likely left behind by one of the last free phrenics. Perhaps even earlier than that. The texture of the cloth surprised him as he stood, letting it unroll with him. In his hands was a hooded cloak with a high neck and right arm removed at the shoulder.

      There was no doubt as to the original owner, it was phrenic. Subconsciously looking around, as if making sure no one was watching, Ryl slipped the cloak on, pulling the hood up over his head. The lightweight fabric was soft, belying its true age. Somehow, wearing the cloak felt natural, as if it belonged to him all along.

      Shrugging off the feeling, Ryl moved carefully around the clearing. The cloak flowed with him as if it were an extension of his body. It fit as if it had been tailored to him. He reached into his pack withdrawing the Leaves, holding each in one hand.

      The Leaves flared to life, shimmering green blades lighting up the clearing. Startled, Ryl fell back into an unfamiliar stance, legs spread shoulder-width apart, slightly bent, left foot ahead of the right. He was on the balls of his feet, legs coiled like springs, eager to explode into action. Shimmering blades in hand, his arms were out in front of him, ready to either defend or attack.

      Ryl’s memory flashed back to the time spent reliving Caprien's last moments. He knew the stance. He felt the endless hours spent in training, perfecting the positioning of every muscle. He could feel how this position flowed into the next depending on the actions of his adversary.

      As quickly as it came, the memory faded and the blades winked out of existence. His pose now felt unnatural. Ryl maintained the position as best he could, while concentrating with all his might to access the memory of Caprien. Like with the woodskin, he felt the answer was there, lying just past his farthest reach.

      Both mentally and physically drained, Ryl gave up the pursuit of the knowledge. He needed to hurry to make Tabenville in time. Already, he’d tarried too long. Removing the cloak, he carefully folded it and placed it in the earthen container along with the Leaves. The apprehension he felt leaving the weapons behind was painfully evident, so much so that the Erlyn sent a reassuring feeling that stilled his tense nerves.

      Ryl focused again, this time connecting with the woods, immediately turning his search toward the road. The road was quiet save for the padded footfall of a small group near the middle, heading in the direction of Tabenville. The weary gaits and quiet impact of soft shoes or bare feet gave the tributes away.

      Ryl counted himself lucky. If he hurried, he wouldn’t have to enter the village alone. There was strength in numbers, both mentally and physically. It took him an instant to open a pathway behind the position of the group. Panting from the difficulty of the work, he hurried as fast as he could toward the fellow tributes.

      Reaching the intersection with the main road, Ryl slowed, allowing himself a moment to regain his breath. He peered cautiously in both directions, content that no one was in sight. He hurried from the small path, rushing to catch the group.

      It didn't take long for him to pick up the signs of the party in front of him. Although they were speaking in hushed voices, the sound traveled well through the forest. As he drew closer to the group the familiar feeling of warmth and welcome, the attraction between phrenics, or tributes, began creeping into his mind. Ryl paused. Closing his eyes he concentrated on pinpointing the location of the feeling, the skill Da’agryn had referred to as phrenic mindsight. He noted a light golden glow emanating from where he expected the group would be. He turned his head from side to side. The position of the glow moved in conjunction with his movements.

      Ryl was pleased with his newfound understanding. If what Da’agryn had told him was correct, he could train himself to expand his mindsight to locate other phrenics. How far would his ability allow him to see? The possibilities were exhilarating.

      Ryl smiled as he opened his eyes and continued on in pursuit of the tributes. Rounding a small bend in the road, he was awarded his first glimpse of the group a short distance ahead of him. He could make out what appeared to be two men and a woman. The gloom of the Erlyn prevented him from making out any distinguishing details.

      “Hello friends,” Ryl hailed, hoping his call would not startle them. The trio stopped immediately, turning to face the unknown voice. Both men took a step back toward Ryl, leaving a small gap between themselves and the woman; their postures were less than welcoming.

      Practicing his newfound skills, Ryl sent a feeling of comfort in their direction, while holding his arms out wide in a gesture of peace.

      “Who is it?” one of the male tributes called back. His voice sounded familiar, yet Ryl couldn’t place it.

      “It’s Ryl. I hope I didn’t startle you,” Ryl said apologetically as he approached within a few paces of the group.

      “Ryl,” the woman cried out happily, stepping forward in between the two men. “I haven’t seen you in moons. It’s me, Luan.” The visible tension in her erstwhile guardians subsided almost immediately.

      Luan’s smile transitioned to a frown as she stopped directly in front of Ryl.

      “What do you think you're doing scaring us like that?” she said, playfully slapping Ryl on the arm. Her frown reverted to a coy grin as she pulled him into an embrace.

      Luan, H1353, was once the beloved daughter of a traveling scribe. Having lost her mother to disease at an early age, she had lived a life without roots, traveling with her father throughout the kingdom. As a result, she was well educated, literate and a capable and patient teacher, having instructed a number of The Stocks’ tributes to read and write throughout the cycles.

      Her father had been devastated by the news of her testing and the confirmation of alexen in her blood. The pair had fled immediately. They lived in fear and off forged papers for cycles before they were tracked down in a small village near the capital city of Leremont. Her father was shown no mercy, savagely beaten and murdered before her eyes.

      The pair behind approached. Ryl recognized them immediately, Tash and Palon, H1354. The inseparable duo was known by all in The Stocks. As far as records went, they were the only twins The Stocks had ever seen.

      Like Ryl, they were born into a working family. Also, like Ryl, they were given up by their family without a second thought. The promise of a twofold bounty and an elevation far beyond anything they could have achieved otherwise had been too great of a temptation to resist.

      The twins were virtually identical. Ryl still had difficulty telling them apart. Tash, the older of the two by minutes, had a small scar running across his forehead that served as the differentiator between the two. He was also the mouthpiece of the pair, friendly and outgoing, with a wit that seemed incongruous with the gloomy mood of The Stocks.

      Palon, on the other hand, was the introvert of the duo. Ryl couldn't remember hearing him say more than a dozen words in the several cycles they'd been penned in together. Although his mouth rarely moved, his eyes were in a perpetual state of motion, as if he were cataloging and storing every minute detail of the world around him. Ryl exchanged a hearty handshake with each of the twins.

      “What brings you to the fine little hamlet of Tabenville?” Tash asked, voice dripping with sarcasm and more than just a touch of spite. “Are you just getting here now?”

      “No, I arrived late afternoon yesterday,” Ryl said. “I’m assigned to the orchards. Unfortunately, I arrived too late and spent the evening enjoying the sub-master’s hospitality.”

      He inadvertently rubbed his neck with his right hand. The physical discomfort had been washed away, yet he could still feel the drops pounding down on the back of his neck.

      Tash's face cringed slightly, a knowing look of pain flashed across his face. Tears began to well in the corners of Luan's eyes.

      “I'm so sorry,” Tash consoled, placing a sympathetic hand on Ryl's shoulder. “Didn’t know that was you out there. Really sorry, there’s nothing we could have done to help.”

      Ryl was caught off guard by the wave of genuine sorrow that flowed from Tash. He hoped his eyes didn't register the similar shock. Tash was still nearly five cycles from his Harvest. Had he learned some degree of control over the power that flowed through his veins, or was it an involuntary reaction?

      Ryl’s curiosity was piqued. He made a mental note to observe Tash as best he could. Inwardly, he frowned as he remembered the explicit warning from Da’agryn not to reveal or discuss his powers with the other tributes. Did others have control of their powers as well?

      The thought opened Ryl’s mind to a world of new possibilities. Perhaps the testing process wasn't as accurate as expected, or perhaps the saturation rate wasn't truly a constant, but variable based on the individual and other environmental factors and stimuli. If either were true, how many more tributes could be brimming with a power they failed to understand and lacked the knowledge to control?

      “No need for you to apologize,” Ryl stuttered, shrugging his shoulders. “Nothing you could have done about it anyway.”

      “What happened here?” Ryl asked. “It hasn't even been a cycle since my last visit to Tabenville. It wasn't this bad before.”

      Luan's shoulders dropped and she put her head down as a tear fell from her eye. She covered her face in her hands, turning away from Ryl. Palon joined the conversation, yet no words were needed. The message was clear. He slowly shook his head side to side, his eyes now focused in a look that commanded pause. His morose scowl verified that this was not the correct time, place, or company for the conversation.

      “I’m sorry, Luan,” Ryl offered sympathetically.

      Her shoulders rose visibly as she took a steadying breath, falling slowly as she exhaled. Luan wiped her eyes with her hands and turned back toward the group.

      “No, Ryl, there’s no need for you to apologize,” she whispered.

      “Luan, you don’t have to do this,” Tash said, placing his hand gently on her shoulder. Ryl felt the wash of sympathy. If either Luan or Palon had noticed the feeling, they showed no sign.

      “It’s ok, Tash, really.” Her words came with an unexpected fiery determination. “We can talk as we walk. It’s good to get this off my chest.”

      The group started walking at a moderate pace toward Tabenville. The twins were in front, while Ryl and Luan lagged a few steps behind.

      “Things changed after the last Harvest, Ryl,” Luan continued. “The story, as best we can piece it together, was that sub-master Osir and the company under his command were scheduled to be repositioned outside of The Stocks immediately following the Harvest. What happened is anyone’s guess, and I supposed it doesn’t rightly matter. Sometime during the Harvest, Master Delsith informed Osir that he and his detachment would remain here for the next cycle. Osir was livid, so much so, that he managed to have his command extended for a second cycle in the process.”

      “I wish I could say it serves the heartless bastard Osir right,” Tash interrupted. He spat off to the side of the road, as if the mention of Osir’s name was poison in his mouth. “Curse them all.”

      Luan looked blankly down at the road, continuing her story.

      “You know as well as I, the guards have never been kind,” Luan groaned. “Osir had always turned a blind eye to the verbal abuse and a beating here and there in the past. The monster that returned from the Harvest thrives on it. He installed his rack at the end of the pier, began making shows of torturing us for no infraction at all.”

      Ryl nodded his head in response. He knew all too well the punishment that was joyously doled out. The group rounded the last corner and the wooded exit to the Erlyn loomed in front of them. The lights of the village could be seen burning through the mist and low light of the early evening.

      “Hardly a day goes by that a tribute isn’t beaten.” Luan stopped as she spoke, her voice wavering. “Osir rewards the cruelest among them, those who inflict the most pain.”

      “What does he reward them with?” Ryl asked quietly, stopping at her side.

      Every fiber in his body strained in hopes that the answer wasn’t what he feared. He felt his blood heating with every lingering moment of silence that passed between them.

      “Flesh, Ryl,” Luan spoke in no more than a whisper. The tears began streaming down her cheeks as she continued between sobs. “He rewards them with women.”

      Ryl stepped closer to comfort her. She stopped him with a look, her eyes meeting his. The pain they held was unfathomable, a depth he could never hope to comprehend. She cradled her arms protectively in front of her.

      “Ryl, I’m with child.”
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      The fire raged inside Ryl as the world around him came to a halt. The flickering lights of the fires illuminating Tabenville slowed to constant pinpoints through the mist of the waterfall. For a moment, the urge to let himself go, to give in to the desperate plea from his blood nearly overpowered the inner voice that begged for restraint. The struggle raged inside him for what seemed like an eternity, while the world held its breath awaiting the outcome.

      Ryl focused on slowing his breathing, willing his body to calm. The news was appalling. The depravity that had fallen onto the unwitting inhabitants of Tabenville went far beyond excessive, as if their current states weren’t intolerable enough. The added abuse and the non-consensual offering of the women as gifts were beyond reprieve.

      He wanted to march into the village, to stand in the face of the guard. The call from his blood urged him to war. His head knew that it would be a futile attempt. Ryl put his hand on Luan’s shoulder, letting a calm flow out of him.

      “I’m sorry, Luan,” he stammered.

      “It’s ok, Ryl, really it is,” Luan admitted. Her words lacked substance, spoken as more of a reassurance to herself than an outward statement. The corners of her mouth pulled up into a feeble, forced smile, contradicting the pain written across her face.

      “I see that look in your eyes. There’s nothing you can do,” Luan pleaded. “Please don’t do anything foolish. We should really be getting back.”

      Luan gently prodded Ryl forward with a pat on the shoulder, and they quickly caught up with the brothers waiting a few meters ahead of them, just out of earshot. There was a group of tributes ahead of them, just entering the village square. The guards were circling like a school of sharks, waiting for the first scent of blood to incite the frenzy.

      Ryl and his small group slipped past the stables, reaching the main village without incident. With heads hung low avoiding eye contact, they entered the square. A group of guards heaping insults at the pair of quickly retreating tributes ahead of them blocked their direct path to the relative safety of the boarding house. Ryl and his friends unintentionally huddled closer together as they were driven toward the officer’s quarters and barracks that bordered the square.

      Ryl surveyed his surroundings out of the corners of his eyes, wary of the blow that might come without warning. The guards, having lost interest in those now safely inside the common house, turned their insults toward Ryl’s party. Their path to safety now led them directly in front of the officer’s quarters before they could angle toward their residence. Ryl’s heart skipped a beat when he caught a glimpse of sub-master Osir hovering malevolently over a fellow tribute. The unfortunate tribute was hunched down tending the flowers that bordered the gated fence to his quarters. The unease in Ryl’s stomach grew with every step.

      They were only a few paces away. Ryl’s eyes trained on the sub-master’s every move. Osir, noticing their approach, snarled. A primitive, guttural growl escaped from somewhere deep within, as if the mere presence of the group were an insult. Osir turned and kicked the heel of his heavy boot into the shoulder of the terrified tribute tending the garden at his feet, sending him sprawling in pain onto the rough ground of the square.

      In that instant, his decision was made. Any resistance left in his body faded, carried away like the mist swirling in the square. Ryl moved toward the writhing tribute. Luan desperately grabbed at his sleeve, trying to stop him, but he shrugged off her grasp with a roll of his shoulder. He let the bucket and pack slip from his hands, the sound of the hollow metal hitting the stone reverberated like a gong throughout the square.

      Ryl bent down, gently helping the stunned tribute to his feet. A line of blood mingled with dirt and hair as it ran down the man’s cheek. Eyes unfocussed, the stunned captive wavered slightly side to side as he sought to regain his balance. Ryl raised himself to his full height and wheeled on his feet, staring directly into the unshaven face of the sub-master.

      The collective gasp from the square was audible over the roar of the falls. The difference in height between the two seemed less as if they were standing on uneven ground. Ryl’s eyes burned with fire, unblinking as he met Osir’s hateful glare. The shock on the sub-master’s face vanished instantly. His cheeks flushed red with rage at the insolence of the tribute daring to defy him. Even through his heavy woolen clothes, worn to lessen the chill that accompanied the mist, Ryl could see the sub-master puff up at the challenge.

      The thought of fleeing crossed Ryl’s mind. He silenced it. Backing down now would amount to nothing. Doubt now would amount to nothing. The sub-master had gone too far. Tabenville had gone too far.

      Ryl needed the Osir’s anger. He counted that the man’s pride would never allow for such insubordination, would never allow such a direct challenge to go unpunished. That he would never allow another to hand down the sentence.

      Ryl anticipated the sub-master’s next move. He’d been focusing on solidifying the woodskin on the most vulnerable part of his body, his face. Osir’s knuckles were white from the force of his clenched fists. The two stood locked in position as the time slowly ticked by.

      The strike came without warning from Ryl’s left, aimed for his temple. He attempted to shift more protection to that side as he moved to twist his head out of the way. The blow stuck him just above his right ear with a bone jarring force, sending stars though his eyes, knocking him to the ground. He heard the sickening crunch as the bones in Osir’s fist shattered on impact with his woodskin.

      Ryl shifted the woodskin to cover his entire body as he curled into the fetal position. His rash plan had unfortunately required him to sustain what was to be undoubtedly the worst beating of his life, more time in the pillory, or potentially kill him in the process. In the chance that it was enough to stop the atrocities that were occurring in Tabenville, the risk and the cost were well worth the effort.

      Osir howled with pain and fury as he landed on Ryl in a rain of fists and elbows. The woodskin mitigated some of the damage, dulled a fraction of the pain, but the sheer volume of abuse was more than Ryl could handle. He maintained consciousness through will alone. He let his body go limp, feigning unconsciousness. The blows stopped soon after.

      The deluge of expletives that flowed from Osir’s mouth defied comprehension. Ryl’s left eye was swollen to the point that he couldn’t open it and his ears rang in his head from the repeated blows. He could feel the blood running down his face from several locations. His whole body was in agony. He forced himself to stay awake, to conserve what strength he could muster. Just a few moments more.

      Osir wrenched him to his feet and, for the second time in as many days, he found himself being dragged across the plaza to the small pier. No one moved to help either him or the sub-master. The entirety of the congregation that had borne witness stood holding their breaths as the scene unfolded.

      Ryl let his body be dragged onto the slick pier. Just a few steps more. A few paces from the stocks, Ryl let his legs give out from under him, landing in a heap on the slick boards. Osir’s iron grasp remained on his shirt as he stopped to haul his prisoner back to his feet. His ruined right hand hung limp, cradled against his stomach. Ryl pushed downward with all his remaining energy, digging his feet, trying to gain purchase for what was to happen next. Up until now, the painful plan had gone as he had hoped.

      A hope that was unraveled by the solid thump of heavy boots on the pier.

      Ryl desperately struggled to get his feet under him as the sub-master continued to pull him closer to defeat. The sound of the approaching boots stopped to his right. There was a momentary pause before he felt the hot breath of the guard on his cheek.

      “Smart move,” the guard hissed, a combination of sarcasm and venom.

      Ryl felt his breath leave him. He had failed.

      He felt himself slipping into darkness, an unconscious darkness that he hoped he’d never wake from.

      His thoughts were cloudy, but a memory shone through like a ray of light. That voice. He recognized that voice.

      Ryl turned his head as far as his body would allow. Through the blurred vision of his working eye, he saw the face of the guard who had helped him earlier that day.

      “Real smart,” the guard whispered through a devilish, sarcastic smile.

      The two hauled Ryl to his feet. Osir cackled like a man detached entirely from his sanity. The sub-master took a large step down the pier while the guard managed to fall half a step behind. As Osir began his next stride forward, the guard shouted in alarm, falling forward as if Ryl had made a sudden lurch forward for freedom.

      The guard’s left arm flailed wildly, slapping against Ryl’s back as if desperately grasping for purchase. His angled body blocked his right arm from view of the onlookers in the square as it shoved Ryl forcefully toward the sub-master. His feet now under him, Ryl pushed off with every ounce of strength he could muster, amplifying the force of the guard’s action.

      Lowering his shoulder, Ryl caught the sub-master, who had turned his upper body mid-stride to see the commotion, under the armpit. He struck the sub-master with the force of a hammer, propelling the pair through the wooden railing of the pier. They floated in mid-air for what felt like an eternity before crashing into the churning waters of the pool in a shower of splintered wood.

      The icy water was a jolt to his system, robbing him of his air as he opened his mouth in shock. Ryl didn’t have the energy to struggle. He’d accepted his fate, knowing he’d accomplished what he’d set out to do. His hands locked on to the struggling sub-master’s clothes like a vise as the icy water pulled them down into its depths.
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      The light was blinding. Ryl squeezed his eyes shut once more. The sudden surge of pain from his left eye made him wince. He blinked the water away as his vision slowly acclimated to the scene around him.

      He was laying prostrate on a hard bed, the accompanying room was lit by the flickering light of two small lanterns hung off pegs on the walls. The window on the opposite wall from his bed was thrown open, its thin curtains lightly flapping in the breeze. The sun must have been high in the sky as the light streaming in formed a wide beam that fell nearly vertically to the floor, illuminating the dust and particles in the air. The room was quiet, save for the sound of hammering that entered through the window.

      To the left of his bed, a small table with neatly arranged medical supplies, clothes, bandages and water stood adjacent to a tall cloth screen that partitioned his bed from the rest of the room. To his right, shelves of immaculately organized supplies ran the length of the wall.

      Ryl took a deep breath that he regretted almost immediately. All of his senses kicked in at once. He was flooded with a dull pain that covered the majority of his upper body. His head began to throb. He groaned while reaching his hand to his head, gently massaging his temples. His muscles were slow to react, as if they’d lingered dormant for an extended length of time.

      From the other side of the partition, there was a grating sound of wood on wood, followed by the hasty shuffle of feet in his direction. Mender Jeffers rounded the end of the screen, his face wrought with worry. The sight of Ryl staring back at him eased the concern, replacing it with the standard look of intellectual curiosity that Ryl had grown accustomed to seeing from the mender.

      “It’s about time you’re awake,” Mender Jeffers said, the relief in his voice evident. “You’ve given us all quite the scare.”

      “Sorry to scare you, sir,” Ryl said. He couldn’t help the coy smile that tugged at his lips. The quality of his voice startled him. It was weak, hoarse and scratchy.

      In all honesty, Ryl was just as surprised to be alive at all. His mind flashed back to Tabenville. He was sure the blackness of the icy depths would have claimed him for her own.

      “How long have I been here?” Ryl asked the mender.

      “You’ve been unconscious for just over a moon, Ryl,” Mender Jeffers explained. “Used almost every poultice and remedy I know. None had any effect. I was starting to worry you’d never wake.” There was genuine compassion in his voice.

      Jeffers looked over his shoulder as if checking for someone watching him.

      “Your stunt caused quite the uproar here,” Jeffers whispered, using the fatherly tone of parent scolding a child. Ryl studied the doctor, yet said nothing, waiting for him to continue.

      “No one knew how bad it had become in Tabenville,” Jeffers said, his voice trailing off. His eyes wandered the room as if searching for answers. “I would have poisoned that swine Osir myself.”

      Jeffers’ last statement hissed with an uncharacteristic anger that Ryl had never heard from the mender before.

      “You were lucky,” he continued, “if not for the quick thinking of one foolhardy guard, you’d be gone like that cursed Osir.”

      Throughout his young life, Ryl had dealt with loss on a scale unimaginable to most. While word that the degenerate sub-master was dead was triumphant news, he was disgusted in himself for celebrating his demise. In the moment, he had wanted nothing more. Now, doubt crept into his mind. Had he done the right thing?

      Jeffers interrupted his thoughts as he continued.

      “The fool dove in after you,” he said. “Used the rope from the water bucket tied to the pier to haul the two of you back up. Osir had no chance with those heavy boots on, pulled him right to the bottom.”

      Ryl worked himself to his side so that he could sit up. Jeffers hurried across the room, helping to gently hoist him into a sitting position. Ryl gasped as he looked down at this body. His torso was naked revealing the extent of the beating he’d suffered at the hands of the sub-master. The entirety of his upper body was covered in a litany of bruises, the majority having taken on a sickly pale green, yellow or brown hue. The tattoo of the hand on his chest stood out in stark contrast to the fading bruises.

      “You took quite the beating,” Jeffers divulged. “You looked much worse when you got here. Hate to say, I didn’t have much hope.”

      “How did I get back to Cadsae?” Ryl quizzed the mender.

      “It took them some time to get you breathing again, on account of the water in your lungs,” Mender Jeffers said. “The guard who pulled you out threw you on a horse and rode like the wind to get you to me. Nearly broke my door down in the middle of the night.”

      Ryl thought about the mender’s words. He knew in his heart it was the same guard that had helped him that morning. The same guard that had arrived on the pier. The same guard that had opened his eyes to the fact that there was good still in the world. A world that, to that point, had been shrouded in darkness.

      Jeffers chuckled to himself, snapping Ryl from his thoughts.

      “Caused such a scene, Captain Le’Dral roused the soldiers,” Jeffers continued. “Came storming through the gate at the head of a whole company of troops. Didn’t take much explaining from your would-be savior for the captain to march his whole squad straight to Tabenville. Not before he stormed back to his quarters, returned with a sword. Never seen him so mad before.”

      “The things they were doing there,” Ryl croaked out in reply, only to be cut off by the mender.

      “Will never be repeated again,” Jeffers snapped in retort. “Le’Dral made that explicitly clear. Separated a few heads from their bodies to make sure he was understood. Removed every guard there from duty.”

      The mender moved to the table, pouring a small cup of water and carefully passing it to Ryl.

      “Drink slowly, now,” Jeffers commanded.

      Ryl gladly obliged as Jeffers continued his story.

      “Needless to say, word got out fast,” the mender commented. “The sponsors were less than pleased to find out that their tributes had been ... damaged. Yours was no exception. He was at the gate within days demanding to see you. Threatened to have the master’s head if you didn’t wake.”

      Ryl soured at the mention of angst from the sponsors. These were the same nobles that waged fierce verbal battles, openly contesting the cost of a child’s life before forcing them into a life of slavery and a drawn out, torturous demise. The sponsors viewed their tribute as a crop. They were enraged at the thought of damage, as if it might reduce their yield at Harvest.

      “I’m sure the master will be thrilled when he hears that I’m awake,” Ryl hissed.

      “Not sure I’d count on that either, Ryl,” Jeffers said sullenly. The mender looked worried. “The sponsors have the king’s ear. They raised enough noise that the master was ordered to Leremont. You’ve caused him a lot of trouble. He’ll not be pleased to see you.”

      “I see,” Ryl accepted quietly.

      “Luckily for you, you woke when you did,” Jeffers smiled. “The master isn’t expected back for a few days and I’ll have you out of here before then. I’m sending you back to Tabenville for a time.”

      Jeffers turned, looking around the room, lost in thought. His hand rubbed the uncharacteristic stubble on his chin.

      “If there was anywhere farther to put you, I would,” Jeffers thought aloud. “You’ll ride along with the guards bringing the treatment to the waystations. They leave on the morrow after.”

      “What am I to do in Tabenville?” Ryl asked curiously. He was overjoyed by the thought of being closer to the Erlyn and tried desperately not to let it show.

      “You’ll be helping finish the work you started in the orchards,” the mender said. “They’ve fallen behind on account of everything that’s happened.”

      Ryl nodded in understanding.

      “That doesn’t mean you’ll be doing any climbing, understand?” Jeffers scolded. “You’ll be tending the fires on the ground and whatever else keeps you out of the trees. Your body needs rest. I don’t want the eyes of the king focusing on me if you break yourself doing something your body’s not ready to handle.”

      Ryl stifled a laugh at the mender’s concern. He liked the man, appreciated his honesty and consistent humane treatment of the tributes.

      “Now, for the rest of the day, you will rest,” Jeffers commanded. “Tomorrow, we’ll get you up and moving about.”

      The mender sighed and rolled his eyes.

      “Oh, I’ll send someone to fetch the boy,” he said, sounding mildly annoyed as he took a step back toward the opening beyond the screen. “I’ve practically had to beat him out of here with a stick. Multiple times a day, either at my door or at the window. Persistent little one that Aelin is.”

      At this statement, Ryl couldn’t help but let out a short laugh. The action hurt, sending pain tearing through his torso, but the sentiment from the mender was heartwarming.

      “Thank you, sir,” Ryl said graciously as he lay back in the bed.

      Mender Jeffers nodded and turned, shuffling his way out of Ryl’s room. A thought jumped into Ryl’s mind and he called out for the mender, stopping him as he was nearly past the curtain.

      “One more question, if you wouldn’t mind,” Ryl pleaded. Jeffers nodded his head. “What of the guard that brought me here? I’d like to thank him for what he’s done.”

      “Sorry, Ryl.” The mender offered him a forced smile. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible, at least not for some time. Your sponsor, young Lord Eligar, commissioned his services after hearing of his exploits. He now holds a place in the lord’s private guard.”

      With that, Jeffers nodded again before exiting the room, leaving Ryl alone with his thoughts. The unknown guard had helped him for reasons he did not understand. Risked his own life saving him. There was a sinking feeling and emptiness that grew in his stomach at the thought of his departure. Were there others in The Stocks that felt as he did?

      In his heart, Ryl wanted to believe it was so. His mind argued the opposite.
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      Ryl had fallen into a blissful sleep; no nightmares plagued his dreamless slumber. The mender’s protest did nothing to stop an exuberant Aelin from charging into his corner of the room. The boy had grown in the moon since Ryl had last seen him. His gaunt frame had filled out dramatically, breathing confidence into the terrified boy Ryl remembered. The wound on his face had healed over into a thick white scar.

      Aelin practically launched himself onto the small bed Ryl was resting on, painfully jarring him as the bed bounced and groaned from the added weight. Mender Jeffers was only a few paces behind.

      “Aelin, what are you thinking?” the mender shrieked. Ryl had never before heard such an animated tone in the normally docile man’s voice. Aelin was again oblivious to the mender’s protest. Stubborn, too, Ryl thought, smiling at the sight of his young friend.

      “Young Aelin,” Mender Jeffers explained, his voice having calmed back to its usual tone. “Ryl’s been through a lot. I think the last thing he needs right now is for you to be jumping on his bed. He’s not been back to the world of the conscious for more than a few hours. He still needs to rest.”

      Aelin acknowledged the mender with a wave of his hand, not even granting him a look. Ryl smiled as Jeffers’ eyes met his. The mender shook his head before turning and briskly stomping from the room.

      “Hello, Aelin,” Ryl said, stifling a yawn with the back of his hand. “It’s great to see you, my friend. It’s been a little over a moon, you’ve grown. You’ll be as tall as the trees in the Erlyn soon.” Ryl reached out and tussled his hair.

      “We’ve been worried, Ryl,” Aelin pulled away from Ryl’s hand. “You look terrible.”

      Ryl laughed. The mirth brought pain, but the severity had already lessened from earlier in the day. The pair spent the next several hours in conversation, Ryl taking on the role of the patient listener the majority of the time as Aelin detailed everything he’d missed. Ryl doubted that he’d be able to match the energy of his young friend, even if he was feeling better. Hardly a second went by where the boy wasn’t in perpetual motion. His energy and charisma were infectious.

      Aelin had been recruited by Zed, the gentle giant of The Stocks and blacksmith, to assist with his daily tasks. The boy had more than proven his worth, his abnormal strength paying dividends around the run-down smithy.

      The sun must have been close to setting. From the window, Ryl could see the sky growing darker over the top of the palisade. Torches were springing to life, illuminating the guards patrolling above. They were interrupted as the mender entered, followed by Sarial, carrying a small steaming bowl of stew and a chunk of bread. Her face glowed at the sight of Ryl awake.

      Mender Jeffers crossed to where Aelin was fidgeting at the foot of the bed.

      “Time to let Ryl have his rest, Aelin,” Jeffers said, placing his hand on the boy’s back. “You’ve neglected your duties in the smithy for long enough today. I’m sure Zed could use the help. You’ll see him again tomorrow.”

      Aelin groaned but complied with the mender, hopping down from the bed.

      “If I’m to be walking tomorrow,” Ryl said as the boy turned to exit, “I’m bound to need a crutch, and your head seems to be the right height.”

      The boy let out a single laugh, striding toward the exit. He turned at the end of the divider, looking back toward Ryl.

      “You did a great thing, Ryl,” Aelin said in awe. “That was a terrible man and he deserved it.”

      Ryl and Sarial exchanged worried glances. The sentiment was dangerous to entertain, even more dangerous to voice. The room instantly filled with a tension so thick it was palpable. Mender Jeffers was the first to break the silence.

      “Aelin, listen closely for I will only say this once.” The mender’s voice was authoritative, yet compassionate for the youngster. “Words like that will never again leave your lips. Do I make myself clear?”

      Aelin look frightened. For a moment, the broken young boy that had arrived weeping to The Stocks returned. His shoulders slumped, his eyes looked down to the floor.

      Jeffers crossed in front of him, kneeling down so that his head was eye level with the boy.

      “In the wrong company, those words can be deadly,” Jeffers said, looking back at Ryl and Sarial. “Do not fear. Your secret’s safe with me. The man was an abomination and, in my opinion, was judged and punished accordingly. Yet even I would never repeat those words in the presence of another guard.”

      Aelin’s shoulders lifted at the statement. The tension in the room that had weighed them down dissipated to nothing.

      “Now run along, Zed is waiting.” Jeffers turned the boy’s shoulders, pointing him toward the exit, landing a single pat on the back as Aelin hurried from the building. Shaking his head, Jeffers stood and turned to address Ryl and Sarial, who had remained frozen throughout the exchange.

      “Please help that boy learn his place here before he gets himself hurt,” the mender pleaded. “And let’s hope no one else attempts any grandiose stunts like yours anytime soon.”

      Not waiting for a response, Jeffers turned and left, muttering something unintelligible to himself as he crossed the room. Sarial and Ryl let out a collective sigh of relief as the mender walked out of earshot. She moved to the foot of Ryl’s bed, gently sitting down, carefully passing him the bowl of stew.

      “Thank you, Sarial,” Ryl said appreciatively.

      “We’re all happy you’re awake finally,” she confessed, rubbing her hands on her lap, flattening out the wrinkles in her rough dress. “Please promise me you won’t do anything like that again, Ryl. You had me worried sick. I’m afraid you’ve made yourself into something of a legend among the tributes and a pariah among the guards.”

      Ryl forced a smile, looking down at the blankets over his legs. In all honesty, his last second plan hadn’t counted on an aftermath with him still in it. He was grateful to be alive yet deathly afraid of the cost to himself and the other tributes. Had he put an end to one atrocity and given way to the start of another?

      At least for the present moment, his actions had bought a moratorium on the open abuse. How long would this last? How long would it take for the fear instilled by Captain Le’Dral and the added focus from the sponsors to subside? For as long as it lasted, though, the peace would be a blessing all would enjoy.

      Sarial stayed with Ryl as he wolfed down the small portion of stew. The warmth of the food filling his stomach atop the strain of the day’s activity proved too much for his weakened state. The pair talked for a short while before he laid back and closed his eyes. Sleep took him immediately.
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      Ryl woke early the next day. The hot meal and the sleep the night before had done wonders to his weakened body. His chest remained terribly sore but the ache in his head had finally subsided sometime during the night.

      He slowly and laboriously worked himself to a sitting position, carefully sliding his legs over the edge of the bed. A tingling sensation started in his toes, working its way up through his body as his feet made contact with the ground for the first time in a moon. Ryl rested his hands on his knees, mentally preparing himself to stand.

      Pushing himself up off the bed, Ryl wasn’t overly surprised to see how well his balance was, the agility taking over where his strength had failed him. He grabbed the shirt that had been left draped over the edge of his bed, uncomfortably working it over his head.

      Ryl was less concerned about his outward appearance than the tattoo on his chest. The moon he'd spent lying in bed had left him severely emaciated and the bruises were shocking in both their coverage and colors. The quality of the tattoo was alarming in its own respects.

      A good number of the tributes had tattoos, whether self-imposed or inked by one of the few tributes more skilled in their application. The rudimentary process was oftentimes very painful and yielded mixed results in terms of the quality of the finished product. Ryl had yet to field any questions regarding the new marking on his chest, though he’d noted the stares.

      The clothes ill fit him. He felt as if he were swimming in the fabric as he made his first shuffling steps toward the window. The sun had yet to crest over the top of the eastern palisade, the torches from the night before still burning low. The sky, however, was beginning to lighten from black to dark blue as the sun made its slow ascent over the horizon.

      His legs were stiff from disuse, joints refusing to bend as they once did. With effort, Ryl reached the window, leaning forward with his hands, allowing his arms to take some of the burden off his weakened legs. Propping himself up on his left leg, he lifted his right—working to flex it further and further with each subsequent try. The process was painful and tiring. He switched legs to allow the other to rest.

      “I know I said I'd have you up and walking today, Ryl,” Mender Jeffers chimed in from behind him.

      Ryl hadn't heard him approach. The suddenness of the voice startled him. He twisted his body on impulse to face the unseen speaker, both legs giving out simultaneously from the action. His arms on the windowsill slowed his fall. Jeffers reached him in time, catching him before he hit the ground.

      “I thought it was implied that you would be walking with support,” Jeffers chided. “I see where the boy gets his stubbornness from.”

      “Sorry, sir,” Ryl responded, embarrassed. He wasn’t accustomed to needing help from anyone. Although the mender had never been unkind to him during the cycles that he’d known him, he was still a representative of the society that had chained him to The Stocks.

      “Please, Ryl, there’s no need to call me ‘sir’ when the guards or the master aren’t around,” the mender said, smiling. “Jeffers will do.”

      The mender worked his way under Ryl’s arm, letting it rest on across his shoulders, slowly leading him toward the door. Jeffers surprised him with that statement. It had been drilled into his head since that fateful day, now almost nine cycles ago, that he arrived in The Stocks that the guards were to be referred to as “sir” and nothing more. The habit would be a difficult one to break.

      “Since you’re up and walking so early, do you think you can make it to your common house?” Jeffers asked plainly.

      “Aye, sir. Eh, Jeffers, that is,” Ryl corrected himself. The name felt strange as it rolled off his tongue.

      “Good, good. Now that’s a start,” Jeffers laughed. “I’m sure Sarial will have food ready soon. You can eat and rest there for a spell. Please don’t go trying to walk around until I return for you, ok?” Ryl nodded his head in agreement, focusing on bending his legs to a greater degree with every shuffled step now that Jeffers bore the bulk of his weight.

      The journey across the square to the common house was painfully long. The pair had to make frequent stops as Ryl’s legs continued to cramp. He was amazed at how much mobility he’d lost over the last moon. The simple task of walking was proving to be a monumental undertaking. He wondered how long it would take for him to recover to his previous state.

      The pair reached the common house without any further interruption. The door opened with an audible complaint as the rusted hinges announced their entrance. The familiar feeling of welcome surrounded Ryl, along with the smell of freshly baked bread. He closed his eyes to breathe it in, multiple soft yellow lights in varying degrees of intensity appearing through the darkness.

      Since meeting Da’agryn in the Erlyn, Ryl had yet to be around this many of his fellow tributes. Although he’d grown accustomed to the feeling, the intensity of the sensation was altogether new to him now. He opened his eyes, knowing that Sarial was approaching from the kitchen to their right.

      As always, her smile was infectious. Sarial was a light in the blackness of The Stocks that never dimmed. She hustled over to the pair, gently sliding her way under Ryl’s free arm, leading them to a table close to the kitchen.

      “This is quite the surprise, Ryl,” Sarial spoke softly, exchanging a thankful look with Jeffers to his left.

      “Ryl will be joining you for the morning while I have other matters to attend to,” Jeffers commanded weakly. “Please try and make sure he stays off his feet. He almost took quite the fall already this morning.”

      Sarial shot a motherly look of displeasure in Ryl’s direction.

      They seated Ryl at a bench along the wall closest to the kitchen. The activity felt invigorating, thought his lack of flexibility and fatigue was aggravating, frustrating him to the core. Jeffers must have read the irritation written on his face.

      “Don’t fear, Ryl. Your strength and mobility will soon return,” Mender Jeffers said compassionately, placing a comforting hand on Ryl’s shoulder. “Do not overwork yourself now. Your body’s been through quite the ordeal in the last moon. You must give it a chance to recover.”

      Ryl laughed internally at the statement. The Mender was oblivious to the happenings prior to Tabenville, how close he had truly come to perishing in the Erlyn.

      “If you want to be out of here before the master returns, you’ll do as I say,” Jeffers continued sternly. “I’ll be back for you later this morning.”

      Ryl nodded his head in thanks. Jeffers returned the acknowledgement, giving Sarial a warm smile, hesitating a moment before turning and leaving the room. The pair watched the Mender depart in silence.

      “Well, now that you’re in my care, how about some breakfast?” Sarial broke the silence with a smile.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Ryl spent the remainder of the morning as a carefree patient under the watchful care of the Gran of The Stocks. His belly full and his heart content, he was able to greet his fellow tributes without the pressing need to hurry to the next assignment. For the first time since he’d entered The Stocks, his task involved the absence of manual labor, a feeling that he knew would not extend past the day.

      He was not, however, completely idle throughout his morning. Although Ryl was calm and relaxed on the surface, his mind churned with activity and thought. From a seated position, he was able to flex and stretch his legs. The constant, oftentimes painful activity helped to increase his flexibility, reigniting in him the hope that his recovery could be accomplished, and accomplished rapidly.

      Ryl’s mind was also in a state of perpetual motion. He found that by focusing, and closing his eyes for slightly longer than a standard blink, he could quickly discover the presence of any tribute within a range of nearly ten meters. The power they emanated could be seen as a golden yellow light that varied in intensity from individual to individual.

      Ryl guessed the brightness was relative to the concentration of alexen in each tribute. Laj, one of tributes destined for Harvest at the conclusion of this current cycle, shined bright, while Sarial, who would call The Stocks her home for another fifteen cycles shone with a dull yellow glow.

      The peaceful morning passed entirely too quickly. Ryl was enjoying a conversation with Sarial when the mender again entered, large wooden crutch in hand.

      “Begging your pardon Sarial, I'm here to collect this wayward tribute,” Mender Jeffers said, accompanied by an overdramatic bow.

      “He's all yours, sir,” Sarial mused, “We'll have no food left if he stays much longer.”

      “Sorry this took longer to find, Ryl,” Jeffers apologized, handing the Ryl the crude wooden crutch. “I know it may come as a shock to you, but we are pitifully stocked here in Cadsae.”

      Mender Jeffers and Sarial helped Ryl to his feet. His legs were already considerably less stiff than earlier, although they pained him still. The walk to the door was accomplished in a fraction of the time that it had done earlier in the day. Along with the mender’s assistance, the rudimentary wooden crutch, which was in essence nothing more than a moderately straight section of wood with a small cross piece fixed to the top, made moving around less of a chore.

      Bidding a brief farewell and sincere thanks to Sarial, the two made their way out of the common house and across the square to the mender’s quarters. Almost immediately, Ryl sensed that something wasn’t right. The air was choked with a profound feeling of animosity. The focused hatred shot at him like an arrow from a bow. He stopped in his tracks, nearly tripping Jeffers with the sudden change of speed.

      Two groups of soldiers stood in front of the gate to his left. Soldiers frequently traversed through the Pining Gate, so the presence of small groups waiting wasn’t altogether surprising. The group closer to him was made up of a dozen gate guards, batons resting quietly at their hips. Their commander was in discussion with the small figure at the center of the group standing closer to the gate.

      The second party, a group of seven, was unlike any Ryl had witnessed before. All were covered head to toe in black, the hoods of their cloaks pulled down low obscuring their faces in a menacing shadow. The hoods created a darkness so thick that no features of their faces were visible through the blackness. Each had a large black shield strapped to their backs and a longsword fixed to their hip. Metal weapons were forbidden in The Stocks. Aside from the small knives carried by the master and his personal guard, Ryl had never seen them before inside the walls.

      The man at the center whom the commander was addressing was clothed in a similar black cloak as that of the soldiers, yet carried no visible weapons. The malice that the group was exuding sent a chill through Ryl, covering his arms with gooseflesh. Their bodies seemed to exude an inky blackness that stained the air around them.

      “Lei Guard,” Mender Jeffers whispered, his hushed voice filled with a panic. “Don’t look and do not stop until we’re inside.”

      He gripped Ryl tightly by the arm, dragging him toward the clinic. It took the first few steps until his legs caught up with the motion. Although Ryl couldn’t see their eyes, he could feel their penetrating glares.

      The name, Lei Guard, struck a chord with Ryl. Da’agryn had told him of the Lei Guard, the king’s elite troops that had been tasked with hunting down the phrenic.

      The pair made the clinic without another word, continuing on until Ryl had been deposited onto his cot at the rear of the large room. Both he and Jeffers were breathing heavily from the ordeal. The muscles in Ryl’s legs screamed in protest. Jeffers moved to the window, closing the curtains without a glance. His face was as white as a ghost.

      “What’s happening?” Ryl asked the worried mender.

      “I don’t know, Ryl,” Jeffers whispered between breaths. “The Lei Guard’s presence here is an ill omen.”

      “Have you dealt with them before?” Ryl asked curiously.

      “Thankfully, no,” Mender Jeffers said, his voice growing stronger as he regained his courage. “I saw them around the capital a few times during my studies there. They answer directly to the king and interact with only an unlucky few. Fewer of those survive to tell the tale.”

      Jeffers crossed the room, pouring himself a cup of water from the pitcher next to Ryl’s cot.

      “Always travel in groups of seven like that, and always armed to the teeth,” the mender continued. “Never seen the small one in the middle though. Though I can’t explain why, that one terrifies me.”

      Their conversation was interrupted by the echo of heavy boots at the entrance to the building. Ryl looked toward Jeffers. The mender was frozen in place, as if he’d been petrified by the sound.

      A single set of footsteps approached slowly, each footfall echoing throughout the room. Ryl scanned his surroundings, there was no flight from the room save for the window leading back to the square.

      The steps reached the end of the curtain partitioning off his area of the room.

      A man rounded the corner and Jeffers let out a sigh of relief. Although they’d met only once, Ryl would never forget the man’s face.

      Captain Le’Dral.
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      Ryl could feel the tension evaporate as Captain Le’Dral smiled at the mender. The smile still carried the same compassion that Ryl remembered from the night he was introduced to The Stocks.

      “Everything all right, Mender?” Le’Dral spoke, a hint of mischief in his voice.

      “I think you know the answer to that,” Jeffers snapped back at the captain, more harshly than his position should have allowed, although the captain paid it no mind.

      “What are the Lei Guard doing here, Captain?” Mender Jeffers whispered, looking around the room as if he were being observed.

      Captain Le'Dral took a deep breath, calculating his response before speaking. The captain looked similar to the last time Ryl had seen him, although his dark hair was now flecked with streaks of grey. His bright blue eyes still shone with the intensity he remembered. Le'Dral had remained fit, not allowing his position as captain to breed complacency.

      “The king has been less than pleased with the situation here as of late,” Le'Dral responded to Jeffers before turning to Ryl. “He sent his Lei Guard to ensure we grasped the severity of his displeasure. He will not suffer another repeat without retribution.”

      The last statement was directed at Ryl with a commanding forcefulness that broached no argument. The silence that punctuated the end of the captain’s words hung in the air.

      “Whether you intended it or not, you've caused an uproar in more circles than you can imagine,” Le'Dral continued. “The nobles, the sponsors, the guards. All these add up to the king sending his shock troops here to ensure our obedience, and that amounts to a huge headache for me.”

      “All due respect, sir,” Ryl snapped back at the captain. “It would be a safe assumption that your discomfort means nothing to any of the tributes here.”

      Ryl knew that he was overstepping his bounds, straying into dangerous territory, but he needed his voice to be heard. The captain listened earnestly as Ryl continued.

      “As children, we were abandoned or kidnapped, watched our families butchered before our eyes.” Ryl voice was nearing a shout. “We live through torture on a daily basis. You’ve imprisoned us here to work your fields and be abused by our erstwhile protectors. And what do we have to look forward to? Our blessed Harvest. We just exchange one horror for the next. While I had no desire to cause it, you'll have to excuse me, you’ll get no sympathy from me for your headache.”

      Ryl could feel his blood heating. As the pain in his body disappeared, the urge to fight became intense. His eyes scanned the room as a predator would hunting for a kill. The look on the face of the mender gave him pause. The normally calm and collected man’s face was contorted into a mix of awe and pure terror.

      Ryl had no idea when he had risen to his feet. His eyes met the captain’s and there they stayed, neither giving an inch as the world carried on around them.

      The moment passed. Ryl gave up his defiance, sinking back down onto his bed, putting his head in his hands.

      Captain Le’Dral dropped to his knee before Ryl, bringing the pair eye to eye once more. The words he spoke were neither harsh, nor judgmental. Ryl had a strange sense of deja vu, a flashback to the moment he arrived at The Stocks. The captain’s kind voice was the first of any sort of compassion he had experienced since being torn from his family.

      “Those are all points well taken, Ryl,” the captain responded, his voice sincere. “Our struggles are no more than a drop compared to your ocean of agony. Forgive me if I misspoke.”

      The look on the mender’s face registered shock as he witnessed the scene unfolding before him.

      “What was happening in Tabenville was an atrocity,” Le’Dral whispered, as if speaking the horrors would somehow bring them back to life. “Had I known sooner, I would have run him through myself. Without exception, every guard in Tabenville has been replaced. Lieutenant Millis is now the acting sub-master. He is a kind-hearted man. He and his squad were personally picked for their loyalty to my command and their mild sentiment toward the tributes.”

      Ryl was surprised to hear that among the guards there was that drastic a swing in feelings toward his fellow captives.

      “Your actions, however, while noble, cannot be repeated,” Captain Le’Dral commanded, rising to his feet. He struck an imposing figure, towering over Ryl at his full height. “Do I make myself clear, Ryl?”

      “Yes, sir,” Ryl replied softly.

      “I understand there is likely no one here that will ever truly earn your trust,” the captain continued, his voice once again calm and compassionate. “I need your word that if any situation arises, you will get a message to me before taking matters into your own hands again. The mender will be my ears, report to him before attempting a stunt like that again.”

      Ryl nodded his head in acknowledgement, still in disbelief of the conversation that he was now having. Le’Dral more so than Mender Jeffers was the direct embodiment of the guards and the society that he had come to loathe. Yet, neither the captain nor the mender, through word or deed, had directly acted to cause any additional undue harm to a tribute.

      A battle waged inside him between his mind and his heart. His head told him that, although they hadn’t directly harmed him, they were still an integral piece of the society that condoned their torture and imprisonment. His heart, however, still held out hope that somehow their compassionate sentiment could create a spark. That this tiny spark could be fanned and nurtured into a flame, igniting a blaze that could spread throughout the land like wildfire.

      “Thank you, Ryl,” Le’Dral said quietly, turning to the mender. “Carry on, Mender. See that he has what he needs to recover.”

      With a salute, he turned on his heels and strode out of the room, the sound of his heavy boots echoing as he exited the clinic.

      Mender Jeffers let out a sigh and turned to Ryl, shaking his head in disbelief.

      “Let us hope that we’ve had enough excitement for the day,” Jeffers stated bluntly. “Get some rest now. We’ll get you up and walking again before the day is through. I have arrangements to make for getting you to Tabenville on the morrow. Until later, Ryl.”

      With that, Jeffers left the room, shaking his head and mumbling under his breath. Ryl lay back, stretching out on the small bed. It seemed since his visit with Da’agryn, every new day held another surprise, and every surprise filled his head with more questions. He closed his eyes, breathing deeply, trying to quiet his churning mind. Sleep took him instead.

      Ryl was awoken by the rumbling of his stomach. Sarial had delivered his dinner while he’d slept. The mouthwatering scent of the stew had ignited the appetite in his belly. He devoured the meager portion as if the meal were his last.

      The mender arrived shortly after. Helping Ryl to his feet, the pair spent time walking around the square until his legs cried out in protest. Returning to his small room in the clinic, the remainder of the day was spent saying farewell to a select few of the tributes that were either staying in Cadsae or returning there after the completion of their daily assignments.

      The few that were especially close to Ryl stopped in to check on him. Aelin, in particular, was upset that he was leaving again so soon. The boy assured him that he would be awake in time to see him off the following morning. Mender Jeffers had to shoo him out of the room for Ryl to rest.

      The following morning broke cool and clear. Ryl was awake again before the sun cleared the eastern palisade, burning off the remainder of the darkened night sky. A slight breeze blew off the ocean to the south bringing the briny smell of salt. The curtains swayed peacefully in the wind. Ryl sat up, swinging his legs over the side of the bed. He was surprised by the absence of pain in his abdomen and chest. He pulled his shirt up, examining the bruises. The discoloration was dramatically lighter than the day before.

      Mender Jeffers entered, stifling a yawn with the back of his hand, a small, light pack thrown over his shoulder.

      “Morning, Ryl,” Jeffers said cheerfully. “How are you feeling today?”

      The sight of Ryl’s bruises stopped the mender in his tracks, his words trailing off.

      “How’s that possible?” Jeffers gasped. Ryl let the shirt fall over his stomach. “Up until two days ago, I wasn’t sure if you’d ever wake, you were covered in bruises nearly head to toe.”

      Jeffers crossed quickly to Ryl, pulling up a corner of his shirt.

      “Remarkable,” the mender muttered to himself. “I’ve never seen healing at this speed, Ryl. At this rate, your bruises will be no more than a memory in less than a week. Do they still hurt?”

      The mender scientifically prodded the more discolored bruise over his ribs. Ryl exaggerated his response.

      “Aye, when you push on them, they do,” Ryl snapped at the mender.

      “Sorry, Ryl,” the mender reiterated. “This is astounding.”

      Ryl folded his arms across his chest and concentrated on pushing the feeling of urgency to the mender. Jeffers looked momentarily confused, as if his thought process had been abruptly severed. He refocused quickly, handing the small pack to Ryl.

      “My curiosity will have to wait,” Jeffers said, dejected. “The guards leaving for Tabenville, I’m afraid, will not. It took some persuasion on my part, but I managed to commandeer one of the wagons used for Harvest so you won’t have to walk. Won’t be all too comfortable, but at least you’ll get there in one piece.”

      “Thank you, Jeffers.” Ryl interrupted the mender before he could continue. “Thank you for everything.”

      The mender blushed. Ryl had truly meant his words. The mender had proven to be an unlikely ally in a sea of enemies. The care and compassion that he had showed to Ryl and the rest of the tributes was an unexpected constant.

      “Yes, yes,” Jeffers stumbled over his words. “Don’t thank me yet. The guards aren’t exactly pleased to have the extra cargo to carry. You’ll be riding with the treatment to the waystations. Please do stay out of trouble.”

      Ryl stood before the mender could offer assistance, drawing a surprised complaint that he quickly waved off. He grabbed the crutch and leant on it, more for show than function. Testing his legs one at a time, he bent them at the knees, finding his mobility had improved as well since the day before. He could feel his strength, however, was still lagging far behind.

      The pair crossed the interior of the building, stopping at the mender’s neatly organized table.

      “Don’t think you’re getting out of here without your treatment now,” Jeffers reminded Ryl, handing him the large oblong pills and a cup of water he’d left waiting on the table.

      Ryl looked at the pills with a feeling of trepidation. Da’agryn had explained the true nature of the treatment and for the first time since learning the truth, he was about to commit to poisoning himself. Truly, what choice did he have? The sickness would be far too debilitating for him to avoid taking the treatment for long enough for the symptoms to run its course. The only plant capable of producing the remedy didn’t grow anywhere near The Stocks.

      He took a deep breath, tossed the pills into his mouth and began the revolting process of chewing, choking down the vile substance as quickly as possible. Mender Jeffers watched carefully as Ryl swallowed the last of the poison, carefully noting it in his ledger. The water was a blessing, mitigating some of the overpowering unsavory flavor, yet he knew the taste would linger throughout the day.

      Outside, the whinnying of the horses reminded the pair that time was running short. Jeffers accompanied Ryl out of the clinic, helping him as he clambered into the rear of the small cart, sliding the wooden crutch in after him. The cart had been constructed to carry crops, not human cargo. Its plain rough walls and floor promised to be unforgiving on the journey ahead.

      Jeffers bid Ryl farewell and gave a rough salute to the pair of guards riding at the head of the wagon before returning to the clinic. Ryl looked toward the guards, meeting eyes with the one holding the reins as he looked over his shoulder. The guard simply snarled and whipped the horses into motion, spilling Ryl backward, nearly tossing him from the wagon. The hateful laughter of the guards burned into Ryl’s ears.

      At the head of the wagon, the two horses worked their way into an easy canter exiting the square joining the main road. As they passed the smithy, Aelin burst through the door to bid his friend farewell, waving from the middle of the path until they were well off into the distance.

      No sooner had they left the village when the second guard turned to address Ryl.

      “Listen to me, herd,” the guard spat. “We make for Tabenville before nightfall. We’re not here to keep you company. You will sit there until we tell you to get up. I don’t want to hear a sound out of you.”

      “Yes, sir,” Ryl barked back at the guard.

      “That’s your one warning,” the guard screamed in return, his face turning red with anger. Ryl met his hateful stare without backing down.

      “Don’t try anything, herd,” the guard hissed in warning. “Ain’t no one here to fish you out this time.” The guard punctuated his statement by spitting at Ryl. He slid back against the small wall to avoid the venom.

      Ryl turned his head defiantly away from the incensed guard, leaning his back against the wall. Unburdened as it was, the crudely build wagon exaggerated the effect of every stone and divot in the road, bouncing him around effortlessly. With naught else to do, Ryl focused on controlling the woodskin to soften the impact every time his body was tossed into the air. The result was always far too late and the practice was draining. After a short time, he gave up the pursuit to rest, determined to try again as soon as possible.

      Ryl turned to his thoughts as he attempted to lessen the strain of the bouncing cart. His last few days had gone by in a blur. Having been allowed to rest, visit with friends and even carry on conversations with the mender and the captain, even as guarded as they still were, had made him feel alive in ways he could scarcely remember.

      Within a matter of minutes, that misconception was again revealed for what it was, a mere fantasy. The attitude of the guards toward the tributes had not changed for the better. Had his actions, while granting them a small reprieve from the physical violence, laid the groundwork for a brooding resentment that would one day explode with a viciousness yet unknown to The Stocks?

      Ryl thoughts turned to the words of Da’agryn.

      You must never give up hope, echoed through his head.

      Already, Ryl had been astonished to find others whose blood was unburdened by the alexen who did not harbor baseless animosity toward the tributes. Ryl repeated the thought in his mind, over and over.

      There will be others.

      There will be others.

      Da’agryn had also been curious about the true nature and extent of Ryl’s untapped power. The old phrenic had believed that Ryl could hold in him the elemental skill of soulborne wind. He had said that understanding his blood would be the key. Ryl turned his thoughts inward, working to decipher the mystery that was hidden within his blood.

      He closed his eyes, picturing the blood flowing through his veins, rushing throughout his body. Ryl could feel the connection immediately, could sense the understanding. Yet every time he reached for it, it flowed just out of range. He opened his eyes, glancing cautiously around. The guards were lost in conversation and didn’t spare him a look.

      Ryl looked down at his right hand that rested palm up in his lap. Focusing his thoughts, he tuned out the world around him. The gurgling of the river running along the road behind him slowly vanished. The rhythmic cadence of the horses’ shoes on the road slowly muted before disappearing altogether. He focused on the blood flowing down his arm to the veins in his hands. He concentrated on its speed, collecting power, creating a wake of wind as it rushed toward his hand. He flicked his wrist outward, willing the wind to carry on toward his feet.

      Nothing.

      The natural draft created by the motion of his hand dissipated almost immediately.

      Ryl tried not to be frustrated by the failed attempt. In his head, he knew that the skill would take an immense amount of concentration and practice, yet in his heart he yearned for the instant gratification. He pleaded with the power in blood to let him succeed.

      Over and over he tried.

      Over and over he failed.
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      The horses ate the miles quickly running alongside the river’s lazy course, passing the crops and fallow fields that blanketed the gently undulating landscape. Ryl spent the miles in silence, his mind a flurry of activity. He was lost in thought, striving to decipher and understand the unknown power flowing throughout his body. He practiced controlling the woodskin and toiled with a grasp of the soulborne wind. He made a pattern of practicing the woodskin then the soulborne wind, breaking up the repetition with small periods of uncomfortable rest and meditation.

      Ryl barely noted when they paused at the first waystation to drop off the treatment. No conversation was offered in his direction, so he remained silent, diligently working in the inner recesses of his mind.

      They had been traveling for hours when the familiar landscape surrounding Stillwater came into view. Ryl turned his body to look at the small camp. He could see the movement of three bodies working near the shoreline. The annual fish harvest would be occurring soon; preparation must be in full swing. He laughed to himself as he contemplated where Quinlen would have found to stash his homemade brew now that the boats were likely in use.

      Ryl closed his eyes as he faced toward the still waters of the lake, taking in a deep breath of the fresh air. Through the blackness he could see the beginning of three tiny beacons of glowing golden light flickering softly in the distance. He snapped his eyes open, focusing instantly on the people working near the shore. He closed his eyes and was again rewarded with the same results.

      Ryl was shocked. The beach must have been one hundred meters away from him, yet he could clearly make out the signatures left by the tributes. The distance was staggering to him. How many times had he written off the glowing orbs that flashed in his mind when he closed his eyes as merely a trick played by the sudden absence of light? Again and again, he closed his eyes with the same result. The beacons of light grew fainter before disappearing completely somewhere around two hundred meters.

      After passing the Stillwater camp, the uneventful journey trudged on. Not long before nightfall, the shadows of the Erlyn rose, looming over their path. Ryl could feel her call, sense her relief that his heart still beat. He had no recollection of his last passage through her midst, he had barely clung to life the last time she had seen him. The gloom of the forest welcomed him as it swallowed Ryl and his silent companions whole.

      Ryl greeted the Erlyn with a thought as the guards stopped the wagon to light their torches. One of the two guards dismounted, carrying a torch a few paces ahead, lighting the way for horses and wagon. The river had long since receded back to its original flow. The road was wide and solid, making for fairly easy travel.

      The urge to connect with the Erlyn was great. Ryl fought it off with effort. His body and mind were drained from the day spent practicing. He longed for the common house, for a cot to rest his weary body in as well as reprieve from the painful bed of the wagon.

      The trip through the Erlyn seemed to last forever, though the slackened pace made for a considerably smoother ride, for which Ryl was thankful. He felt at home inside the woods. He spent the idle time marveling at the beauty he found in the enormous trees and creeping vines. Glowing moss dotted the trees high above, shimmering like stars in a clear night sky.

      Eventually the arboreal gate marking the exit to the Erlyn came into view. Through it, the massive statue of Taben the Defender, shrouded in the featureless blackness of the coming night towered over the village. The torches in Tabenville were already lit, flickering in the low light. The square and road ahead were deserted.

      The wagon stopped abruptly in front of the small waystation. The driver stepped down, attending to the horses, while the second rounded the back of the wagon. In what appeared to be a polite gesture, he extended his hand to Ryl. Slinging his small pack over his shoulder, Ryl skeptically reached out.

      The moment before their hands met, the guard lunged forward, his iron grip locking on to Ryl’s forearm. With a jolt, he wrenched Ryl headlong from the wagon, letting go as soon as his body was airborne. Without thinking, Ryl tucked his shoulder, rolling over himself, letting the momentum propel him back to his feet. Although his legs were weak, he turned defiantly toward the guard, reaching his hand up to catch the crutch that had been thrown sideways at his face.

      Ryl twirled the crutch with a fluid grace and flare that surprised even himself, before planting the end on the ground and sliding the support under his shoulder. With a smile and the slightest nod of his head, he turned from the guard, slowly hobbling his way toward the common house. The guard stood frozen in place, mouth open in shock, watching him calmly walk away.
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      Ryl struggled with the swollen door to the common house, jerking it open on his second attempt. The interior of the hall was sparse, several mismatched tables and chairs were arranged haphazardly close to the exterior door leaving a narrow aisle between the paltry kitchen and the staircase. There was a small fire crackling away on the far side of the room. Ryl watched as the thin layer of smoke hovering just below the ceiling was sucked out through the seams in the walls. The room smelled like a pungent mixture of mildew and smoke.

      The rear half of the room was entirely devoid of furniture. Situated close to the pool and river, rainfall commonly flooded the room. The rising waters from the latest storm had crept up to a depth that would have submerged his shin. The various waterlines stained on the wall provided a history of the past floods.

      The common house could easily hold over one hundred tributes, yet was never more than roughly a quarter full. The remoteness of the village and modest volume of crops rarely required a considerable amount of labor to attend. The small group of tributes seated at the table nearest the kitchen turned their heads in unison as the sound of the sticking door announced Ryl’s presence.

      There was an innate camaraderie among all tributes, a tragic bond to which only they could truly relate. For the most part, all were outwardly friendly toward each other, yet there were only a small number with which Ryl shared the closer bonds of friendship. His smile grew as he immediately picked out the face of one of his friends from the small crowd.

      Luan leaped to her feet at the sight of Ryl, rushing across the room at breakneck speed. She nearly toppled him over as she threw her arms around his neck in a choking embrace. He could feel the moisture seeping through his shirt from her tears on his shoulder.

      “We didn’t know if you were still alive.” Luan struggled to enunciate her words through her sobs. “We haven’t heard any news. The last we saw of you was your lifeless body being carried away by the guard.”

      “I’m sorry if I scared you, Luan,” Ryl whispered, placing his hand delicately on the back of her head. “I’m very much alive.”

      She pushed herself away, separating herself from Ryl. He wiped the tears off her cheek with the side of his hand. She slapped her hand against his chest, the corners of her mouth turning down into a deep frown.

      “What were you thinking?” she scolded Ryl. “I told you not to do anything foolish. They could have killed you.”

      “I’ll admit the plan was rash, but I won’t apologize for what’s been done even if the ending for me was less than desirable,” Ryl stated unapologetically. The thought of sub-master Osir made Ryl's blood boil and his skin crawl. “That man was a monster. There's no justification for his actions or the vile acts he inspired.”

      Luan took a step back, regarding Ryl with an aberrant look of understanding.

      “That look in your eyes, it's the same intensity and fire you had in your eyes before you stood up to Osir,” Luan remarked, studying Ryl.

      “What's done is done, Luan,” he said softly, sending out a feeling of reassurance. “I'm here now, and in one piece. How have you fared since I left?”

      She gave Ryl a curious, questioning look before responding.

      “Come sit with us,” Luan said, gently leading Ryl toward the table. “We can talk once you’re sitting. You look like you might collapse at any minute.”

      Ryl hadn't realized how weak his legs were. He was swaying slowly side to side.

      “Thank you, Luan,” Ryl said. “I'm afraid the last moon of immobility coupled with the brutal ride here have sapped most of the strength from my legs.”

      “Well, you're lucky to be alive,” she snapped. A hint of the previous scorn flashed across her face. “Hopefully, you've learned your lesson.”

      The pair reached the table where the rest of the tributes gathered sharing their meager meal. Ryl recognized all of the six seated around the table, greeting them all with a nod of the head and a wave. The look of awe written across their faces was evident. Ryl felt his insides twist in discomfort. Only the twins, Tash and Palon, stood to greet him.

      Tash was speechless, grasping Ryl’s hand and pulling him into a suffocating hug that squeezed the air out of his lungs. Ryl could see the tears forming in the corners of his eyes as he broke off the embrace, clapping Ryl on the back. The wave of gratitude from Tash again surged through him.

      Palon also grasped his hand, pulling him in close.

      “Thank you for doing what none of us had the courage to do,” Palon whispered soft enough for only Ryl to hear.

      In all the cycles he'd known the twins, that was the most he'd ever heard Palon speak. He nodded his head in response as the normally silent twin returned to his place at the table.

      Ryl relaxed into the hard, wooden chair, noting for the first time since leaving the wagon how exhausted he was. He had hardly spent a moment idle throughout the entire day’s travel, his mind in a constant state of motion. It was remarkable how the mental toll compounded his physical weakness. He stifled a yawn as the conversation shifted to the events of the last moon.

      Few tributes aside from Luan, Tash and Palon had witnessed Ryl’s actions on the pier, yet all had ingrained the descriptions of the actions into their memories. All accounts were no doubt embellished. Notwithstanding, none had a full grasp of the truth. No one had known that his initial plan was failing. Only through the unseen assistance of the unknown guard had he been able to complete what he’d intended to do—to cull the horrors that were occurring in Tabenville.

      After Ryl was pulled from the water, no further rescue attempts were made for the sub-master. His body had been claimed by the waters, no trace had been seen of him since. The guard worked feverishly to expel the water from Ryl’s lungs. At the first sign of breathing, Ryl’s limp, unconscious body was whisked away by the same guard, pushing his horse at breakneck speed down the road. Within moments, they’d disappeared into the dark yawning mouth of the Erlyn.

      As the severity of the events that had befallen only moments earlier set in, the tributes, fearing for their lives, had barricaded themselves into the common house. It wasn’t until the following morning that the guards seemed to acknowledge that the tributes weren’t at their assignments. There were a few feeble attempts to goad the tributes out to return to their work. Several halfhearted attempts were made to break down the door, yet inside and unmolested the tributes remained for nearly three days until Captain Le’Dral and his troops arrived from the garrison in Cadsae Proper.

      Through the few small windows on the second floor of the common house or through the gaps in the walls, the tributes watched with bated breath as Osir’s troops were rounded up, stripped of their weapons and bound. Muffled cheers passed through the tributes as the worst offenders were hauled from the group and executed on the spot.

      Captain Le’Dral, with another officer in tow, had approached the common house, spoken with an uncondescending kindness, even asked permission to enter their home to discuss the events that were occurring in the small settlement. No guard had ever asked permission from the tributes to do anything. As matter-of-factly as possible, the captain had informed the tributes of the change in the guard at Tabenville. All were gathered in the large room on the first floor to hear the captain speak, a good number standing ankle deep in the flooded water to listen to his words.

      All in attendance hung on the captain’s every word as he promised that the atrocities that had been committed here would never again be permitted within the walls of The Stocks. Since their coming to The Stocks, never before had a member of the guards addressed them with such clarity and honesty. There was no hint of hostility in his tone. The disgust in his voice when speaking of the actions of their former sub-master was clear to all.

      After introducing the new acting sub-master, an officer by the name of Lieutenant Millis, the captain bid them farewell. His final task before leaving Tabenville was the destruction of the pillory Osir had commissioned on the pier. Le’Dral watched, motionless, hand menacingly resting on the pommel of his sword, while a pair of the former guards disassembled the torture device, hauling it piece by piece to the middle of the square where it was set ablaze. By the time the fire burned out, the captain and every last member of the old regime that had caused so much pain were gone from Tabenville.

      True to the captain’s word, Millis had proved to be a vastly different sub-master than his predecessor. The thirst for bloodshed had been replaced with a level-headed approach to the tasks at hand. Although not outwardly cruel, he was no pushover, accepting no excuses for poor labor, from either the tributes or his troops.

      Millis and, as a result his troops, were hands on, replacing the use of tributes to maintain the guard’s barracks, stables, officer’s quarters and their landscaping. No more were the troops stationed in Tabenville allowed the permanent idle time as in the past.

      The attitude toward the tributes from the guards changed immediately. The predatory behavior had ceased, replaced with indifference. No tribute believed the change would remain permanent, however, no one complained about the positive revision to the status quo, albeit a temporary one.

      Ryl was overjoyed to hear of the dramatic shift in attitude that had occurred in Tabenville. For the first time in his life, he had made a decision that had positively impacted the lives of the tributes sharing the sentence with him. The feeling of having power, of even the slightest sliver of control over his own life was exhilarating.

      His eyes grew heavier as the night wore on, his yawns more frequent. Ryl excused himself from the group at the table, bidding them goodnight. Propping himself up with his crutch, he rose to find Tash and Palon had circled around him, lending a hand supporting him as they made the way up the stairs to the first floor.

      The twins led him to an open room a few doors down the hallway. The furnishings were even more sparse than in Cadsae, consisting of two pallets, one on either side of the small room. He thanked the twins, who left seeking their own quarters, and deposited his crutch and pack on the floor near his bed. Sinking down roughly on the cold, damp pallet, Ryl closed his eyes, falling asleep within a matter of moments.
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      The uninterrupted, dreamless sleep from the night's rest did wonders for Ryl's aching body. Rising early, he was able to stretch his still stiffened legs and make his way downstairs before the rest of the tributes arrived. Although the mobility in his legs had returned to relative normalcy, he could feel the strength lagging far behind.

      The first tributes to join him were the twins, Tash and Palon. As it turned out, they were his companions in his current work assignment in the orchards. The trio left the common house together. The twins slackened their paces as Ryl hobbled along in their wake. He knew, at this moment, his legs were still far too weak to make it to the orchards, yet stubborn as he was, he was determined to make the attempt.

      Ryl felt a twinge of nervousness as they crossed the square running alongside the buildings inhabited by the guards. A group stood in a loose semicircle in front of the gate to the officer’s quarters, their voices drowned out by the roar of the falls.

      By and large, the group paid them no heed as the trio quickly skirted by, leaving as much room between them as possible. The twins slowed, closing in on either side of Ryl.

      “A moment, if you please,” came the call from one of the guards closest to the gate. The others parted, letting him through.

      “Ah, so you must be the one Mender Jeffers has been yammering on about,” the guard said. “Welcome back to Tabenville, Ryl.”

      The trio stood frozen in place as the guard approached. There was nothing in particular that stood out about him, his features seemingly chiseled into an innocuous form. He was an average height, average build, his oval face and tan skin seemingly blended in with the rest of the guards. His hair and clean-shaven face were a model of the regimented military style.

      “Allow me to introduce myself,” the guard stated plainly. There was no hint of animosity in his voice. “I'm sub-master Millis. Good morning, twins. Apologies again for still not being able to tell the two of you apart.”

      Ryl’s initial reaction to the words of the sub-master was shock. Millis was so vastly different from his predecessor it was like comparing the night to the day. He glanced past the new officer in charge of Tabenville, expecting to see hateful daggers coming from the looks of the other guards standing behind him. To his surprise, their faces showed consistent expressions of indifference.

      “Good morning, sir.” Ryl spoke loud enough to be heard over the noise from the falls.

      “The mender said you'd be joining us for the duration of your rehab,” Millis said with a small smile on his face. “Specifically wanted me to remind you that he doesn't want you climbing any trees for the time being. Knowing Jeffers, he's reminded you of that already, hasn't he?”

      Ryl smirked, holding in a laugh that threatened to escape. Mender Jeffers was nothing if not predictable when it came to the application of his craft. He nodded his head in approval.

      “Twins, your treatments are available in the waystation,” Millis continued. “Collect them there on your way to the orchard.”

      “Yes, sir,” Tash answered for the pair of them. Palon stood silent, face impassive as ever.

      “The wagon that brought you yesterday headed back to Cadsae already. I have a handcart waiting for you at the waystation,” the sub-mastered offered. “Might not be the most dignified ride, but the mender’s letter says your legs won’t be strong enough to make the walk unassisted for some time. I expect it to be returned with your supplies at the end of each day.”

      “Yes, sir,” Ryl answered for the trio this time. “Thank you.”

      The last words felt foreign as they escaped from his mouth. Neither the masters nor the guards had ever done anything for the tributes worth offering thanks. Whether this was a genuinely thoughtful act, or a result of Mender Jeffers dogged persuasion, the gesture was appreciated. So far, with the exception of the guards that delivered him on the previous day, the attitude in Tabenville was remarkable. The toxin that had permeated the very soul of the village had seemingly been washed away by the mists of the fall.

      Ryl and his companions moved down the road from the square, stopping at the waystation for the twins to accept their weekly treatments. Both guzzled from their water skins as soon as they choked down the vile offering.

      As promised, a small wagon awaited them along with their supplies for the day, meager rations, flint and steel, two worn buckets and a rickety wooden shovel. Tash's eyes traveled from the cart to Ryl, then back to the cart once more. The uncontrollable smile that grew across his jovial face was infectious. Ryl chuckled and shook his head.

      “It’ll do my legs good to get some exercise,” Ryl laughed. “There’ll be plenty of time to wheel me around later.”

      Ryl managed to walk until the entrance to the Erlyn. His legs cried out for a rest so, swallowing his pride, he accepted the ride in the small cart.

      The conversation with Tash was light, centered around the work itself. Palon, true to form, remained silent for the duration, eyes darting from place to place as if cataloging every last detail. Ryl fought back the urge to tell the two about the Erlyn, about their powers, about the poison they were forced to ingest week after week. But in the end, he heeded the words of Da’agryn. He’d already potentially placed future generations of tributes in enough danger as a result of his reckless actions.

      The twins had made decent headway in the orchard since Ryl had begun the job the previous moon. The infestation was far worse than had been expected. As a result, the work had taken considerably longer, and this cycle’s yield would be minimal. Looking at the remaining portion of work, he doubted he’d have ever completed the job under the previous sub-master.

      Tash unceremoniously deposited Ryl next to the remainder of a fire from the previous day’s labors, helping him unload the paltry supplies. He was immediately struck by the pungent odor of the rotting fruit; a heaped pile had been deposited in the middle of the aisle between the rows a short distance away.

      “We’ve been stockpiling as much wood and branches as we could find over by that fallen tree.” Tash pointed to where one of the homogenous trees in the orchard had fallen. The tree was split in two, the gash that separated it charred on both sides, likely the victim of lightning during a recent storm.

      “We’ll be down this row a bit,” Tash said, waving his hands down the aisle toward the western palisade. “Holler if you need help.”

      Tash hurried off after his brother, who’d already started in that direction without a word.

      Ryl took a moment to stretch his legs, then hobbled off to find wood to start a fire.
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      The work in the orchard took the better part of the moon for Ryl, Tash and Palon to complete. The strength returned rapidly to Ryl's legs. Within a few weeks, the walks to and from the orchard were no more taxing than before his near-death. Having grown tired of tending the putrid smelling fires, he all too willingly had taken to the trees to help with the work in their branches. The three took turns manning the rotting infernos.

      While Ryl’s legs were unwittingly slow in rediscovering their lost strength, he had not been apathetic with his other secretive training. As his duties primarily left him alone in the orchard, Ryl was able to make efficient use of his time honing the application of the woodskin as well as the phrenic mindsight.

      Tash and Palon proved to be an unknowing and invaluable resource during his study. As they were frequently separated by some distance, Ryl was able to test the bounds of the mindsight to locate the other tributes.

      Waiting until the twins had moved deeper into the orchard, Ryl would focus on the telltale signature of a tribute. The glowing orbs that represented their energy diminished as the distance between them increased. Once they disappeared completely, Ryl found that he could locate them again by sending out wave after wave of energy, like ripples spreading out across a still pond. The distance increased only a small amount daily, yet Ryl viewed any increase as a success.

      The application of this mindsight allowed him to continue honing his other skills while still maintaining his promise to Da’agryn not to divulge the knowledge that he had learned. With confirmation that the twins were out of eyesight, Ryl was able to continue practicing both the woodskin as well as attempting the soulborne wind with little fear of discovery.

      Had the twins been in view, they were sure to have questioned Ryl’s sanity. He found the easiest method of practicing solidifying his skin was to drop small pebbles, sticks or fruit from the orchard onto various parts of his body, primarily his arms and legs. His reaction time was sluggish at first. The impact was made moments before he was able to defend himself. Day by day, his timing improved to the point where, at the end of the moon, he was able to call upon the woodskin within a fraction of a second.

      Ryl was overjoyed at his progress, yet he still had a profound feeling that he was missing a crucial piece to the puzzle. It felt like there was a wall inside of him blocking his progress, preventing him from reaching his true potential. He had accomplished something no one had achieved in hundreds of cycles, yet he yearned for more. The thirst for knowledge had sunk its teeth into him, spurring him onward. If he was to help the tributes, if he was to survive life after his inevitable Harvest, he would need to be stronger.

      While on one front his successes were invigorating, his failure in regard to the soulborne wind proved to be a constant source of disappointment. Again and again he tried amplifying the wind created by the motion of his hand, connecting the energy in his blood to the latent energy that surrounded him.

      Again and again he failed.

      Ryl’s emotions were a whirlwind of frustration. First with himself for failing, second with Da’agryn for leaving him filled with overwhelming hope, and virtually no instruction. In his heart, he knew he was wrong for doing so, but he cursed the old man for leaving him alone.

      For abandoning him.

      The misplaced rage fell on Da’agryn while the specter bearing his father’s grinning face cackled maniacally from somewhere deep inside. By his own admission, Da’agryn had been waiting for ages to find one with active alexen. What had been so pressing a task to have pulled him away so soon after their meeting?

      Ryl ended day after day slumped in front of another rotten fire, a torn strip of his shirt tied over his nose and mouth. The recovery time that Mender Jeffers had mandated worked as an effective ruse, explaining his extreme exhaustion at the conclusion of each day. Tending the fires was tedious yet required virtually no energy. Ryl exaggerated his weakened condition to cover the exhaustive toll his training demanded.

      Tash and Palon emerged pushing another overloaded cart from the orchard several trees down the aisle. Ryl had noted their approach and rose with the assistance of a worn shovel, walking to greet them. The overburdened cart squealed with every rotation of its rough wooden wheels.

      “I’d say another week and we’ll be done with this cursed orchard,” Tash said, throwing a rotten fruit toward Ryl. Without thinking, Ryl spun the small shovel in his hand, swinging it to meet the fruit in mid-flight. The softened projectile disintegrated into a shower of rotten particulate that rained down on the three of them.

      “Fancy trick,” Tash said with a smile, wiping away a stray piece of fruit that had stuck to his cheek. “Practicing that one all day, have ya? Gonna need a bath now.”

      “Sorry about the mess,” Ryl said, sympathetically. “Might as well call it a day now.” The view of the sun was blocked from their position inside the orchard, yet the stretching shadows and the slightly darkening sky proved that the daylight hours were nearly spent.

      “No sense in burning this lot until tomorrow,” Ryl stated. “Let’s wash up in the river then head back to Tabenville.”

      The twins nodded in unison. Ryl helped them deposit the fetid contents in a heap near the smoldering remnants of the day’s fire. Relieved to be done for the day, they walked leisurely down the aisle toward the main road and the river.

      Leaving the cart and tools off the side of the road, they made their way toward the water. The river here meandered lazily along its path to the sea. Its slightly sloping bank was soft, a product of soil redistributed when the rains forced the water up over its edges. Ryl took off his shoes, his feet sinking slightly into the sandy bank. He waded a few steps into the shallow water, making his way to the large flat rock whose surface formed a miniature island in the river. The twins were already rinsing off slightly upstream from his location.

      Ryl knelt on the rock splashing water onto his face, washing away the foul-smelling soot from the fire and the chunks of rotten fruit. A small slick of grime coated the water's surface before being carried off downstream. The fresh, cold water of the river was invigorating as it swept away residue from the day’s toils. The air here was fresh, no longer choked with the acrid smell of burning insects and rotted fruit. He sat back, wrapping his arms around his knees, drawing them in toward his chest. The river quietly lapped at his rock island.

      The serenity of the moment was broken by the distant neigh of a horse. The low thunderous rumble of multiple hoofs on the hard-packed road crescendoed as the unseen party rapidly approached. Ryl looked upstream at the twins. Both were frozen in place alerted by the unexpected sound. All three exchanged worried glances before rushing from the water to collect their shoes. Only guards were permitted to ride horses in The Stocks. As innocent an act as washing one’s face after a long day's work would undoubtedly be viewed as a dereliction of duty, an offense that typically carried a physical punishment.

      A small copse of trees and a slight corner blocked the view of the road leading from the south. It wasn’t until the two riders thundered around the corner that Ryl was able to grasp the pace the party was setting. Ryl and the twins were still putting on their shoes when the two guards thundered past. Tash dove off the road, sliding to a stop on the soft bank of the river as the horseman made no attempt at diverting course. The closest guard snarled at the tributes as he raced past. Ryl hastened to help his friend, arriving a moment before Palon, happy to find Tash dirty, yet unscathed.

      The pace at which the two horsemen had passed was concerning to Ryl, horses and their riders having already disappeared into the gloom of the Erlyn. With the exception of the slow moving patrols and guards delivering the weekly treatments, horse traffic on the main road was infrequent. As treatments had just been given out the day before, the cause for the pair of riders was unsettling. The distant sound of additional horses even more so.

      “Wonder what that was about?” Tash questioned as he tried to wipe the sticky wet sand off his arm.

      “I don’t know, though it can’t bode well,” Ryl stated. “We should hurry back.”

      “Whatever it is, please don’t do anything foolish, Ryl,” Tash chided with a wink.

      Ryl shook his head, hurrying back across the road to collect the cart. He lifted one handle while Palon took the other. Tash grumbled to himself as he continued to wipe the sand off his body. The sounds of the approaching party grew steadily in their wake as the trio hurried toward the Erlyn.

      Not knowing the disposition of the riders, Ryl and the twins had moved themselves and their cart well off the road as the next group came into view. A pair of large draft horses pulling a large black carriage approached at a measured gait. As they rounded the corner, Ryl could see the large white symbol painted on its side.

      He felt his heart skip a beat.

      It had been nearly nine cycles since he'd seen that design up close, yet it was forever burned into his memory. A large, white gate; one of the two doors standing ajar. Nearly as potent as the brands on his neck, the white markings were a physical manifestation of the evil that had stripped him of his youth. He shuddered as he still smelled the oppressive, foul odor of sweat, urine and feces. He could still feel the sweltering heat withering him away until he was a broken shell of the child he was before.

      The ominous-looking black carriage was built differently than the last he'd seen. The present one was constructed for comfort, while his had been a prison. There were double doors on the side, each holding a small window shrouded with a dark red fabric. A single wooden runner hung halfway to the ground along each side acting as a ladder for the carriage’s passengers.

      There were two guards riding at the front of the carriage. The driver slowed as he made to pass the tributes. Ryl shuddered as he recognized the pair.

      Master Delsith's personal bodyguards.

      Ryl looked down, doing his best to hide his face from the wicked eyes that were undoubtedly glaring out from within. The carriage slipped slowly past, cautious of the soft, sloping riverbank along the side of the road. The call from within sent a chill down his spine.

      “Driver, stop. Now,” an all too familiar voice screamed in rage.

      The carriage ground to a halt several paces past the tributes. The horses bleating in protest stomped their feet at the sudden stop. Half of the two panel door exploded open, slamming against the side of the carriage with a startling slap. The Master of The Stocks practically flew out from within, charging toward Ryl the instant his feet hit the ground. The door ricocheted back, slamming into the face of the second passenger attempting to exit in his wake. The unlucky man let out a pained squeal in response.

      “Thought you could hide here forever, did you, herd?” Master Delsith roared as he foamed with rage. “Thought I'd forget all about you?”

      One of Delsith's bodyguards pointed his baton menacingly toward Tash and Palon, holding them in place. The other slithered out from around the opposite side of the carriage, baton in his left hand penning Ryl between him and the master.

      “Your antics cost me,” Delsith shrieked, closing the vise between himself and his bodyguard. “Cost me good, it did. Far more than your pathetic life is worth. You’re still mine for more than a cycle and I will make every second as painful as possible.”

      Ryl knew enough about the master to know that, unlike the former sub-master Osir, he wasn't a man to strike first, choosing to let his lackeys draw the first blood. He guessed that the first strike would be coming from the bodyguard before the master would get his hands dirty.

      “Master Delsith, what are you doing?” Mender Jeffers bellowed as he stumbled out of the carriage, holding a bloodied hand over his leaking nose.

      Ryl was as surprised by the sudden appearance of the mender as Delsith was. The master turned his head toward the bloodied mender. Distracted, Ryl was a moment too late to dodge the attack coming from the bodyguard at his rear. The guard had chosen the momentary disturbance to launch his attack diagonally down toward Ryl's shoulder.

      Ryl twisted his body, falling backward, bringing his left arm up to meet the blow. He frantically called on the protection of the woodskin over his imperiled appendage. His skin reacted to his call, both baton and arm meeting perpendicular to each other with a solid knock of wood against wood.

      Ryl screamed in pain as he felt the bone in his forearm break. The baton shattered at the point of impact, showering him in wooden splinters that bounced off his toughened skin.

      The guard stood dumbfounded, still clasping the broken stump that remained of his baton. Jeffers was at Ryl's side before the guard could react, bloody hand still pressed against his face, stanching the flow of blood from his nose.

      “What have you done, you fool?” Jeffers screamed, whipping his head back and forth to glare at both the master and the guard. “The king will have our heads for this.”

      The mention of the king robbed the fight from the fuming master, who turned with a hiss storming back into the carriage. The guard who'd attacked Ryl skirted around him, still clutching the shattered remnants of the baton like a lifeline. The other guard backed slowly toward the driver’s seat, still holding Tash and Palon at bay as he brandished his baton in front of him.

      The mender viewed Ryl with a pained look in his eyes. Ryl clutched his broken left arm and winced as the pain surged through his body.

      “Trouble seems to have a way of finding you,” Mender Jeffers whispered. “Let me take a look at that arm.”

      Jeffers gently examined Ryl's arm with his free hand before raising his eyes. A look of wonder replaced the pained look from earlier.

      “Luck must be on your side today, Ryl,” Jeffers exclaimed incredulously. “The bones in your arm should have been shattered from a blow like that. All I could find was one small break.” Ryl opened his mouth to respond, but was cut off.

      “Mender Jeffers,” Delsith yelled, poking his face, red with anger, through the window of the carriage. “Need I remind you we have a task of the utmost import that needs our attention in Tabenville? I think this pathetic herd’s learned his lesson that the trees in the orchard can be dangerous. He ought to be more careful next time so a fall like this doesn’t happen again.”

      Ryl had never witnessed the raw emotion that played out on the mender’s face. Jeffers looked conflicted, as if he were weighing the logic of taking on the master by himself.

      “We’re leaving now, Mender,” Master Delsith ordered. “Hurry along, herd. You’ll be needed in Tabenville soon, too. Wouldn't want to be out after curfew now either.”

      The master laughed to himself as he slid his head back into the carriage.

      Jeffers opened his mouth to apologize. This time, Ryl cut him off.

      “Don't apologize. It wasn't your fault,” Ryl said, guessing at the mender’s next words. “Go before you get yourself in trouble.”

      The mender inhaled and let out a deep breath.

      “Think you can handle making a splint?” he asked.

      “Aye,” Ryl answered, nodding his head.

      “Good. It doesn't need to be perfect, just enough to hold the bones in place.” Jeffers hurried through his words as he rose from the ground at Ryl’s side. “I'll be able to fix it for you in Tabenville.”

      The mender turned and hurried back toward the carriage. The single black door stood ajar, knocking against the carriage wall. The guards had already taken their places up front awaiting the mender’s return.

      Jeffers climbed wearily into the waiting carriage, the driver urging it on before the door had closed behind him. The carriage was soon swallowed up as it passed into the darkened maw of the Erlyn.

      Ryl leaned to his side, using his right arm to help push himself up off the ground. Tash and Palon arrived at his side steadying him as he rose to his feet.

      “Seems I can't catch a break these days,” Ryl said sarcastically. “I'm more concerned with what's happening in Tabenville. We should hurry back. Can you help me find a straight stick to make a splint?”

      Palon reached down, hefting the broken half of the guard’s baton. Flipping it in the air one time, he caught it and, in the same motion, tossed it to his brother. Tash fumbled the wood as he attempted the catch the slow-moving projectile. He picked the wood back up off the ground, offering it to Ryl.

      “Will this work for you?” Tash questioned.

      Ryl gladly accepted the broken baton, lashing it tightly to his forearm with the strip of cloth he had used to protect his mouth and nose from the smoke. The ties hurt, sending wave after wave of pain shooting up his arm. He gritted his teeth as he cradled the broken limb against his stomach.

      “Do you want to ride?” Tash asked considerately, pointing to the cart. Before Ryl could answer, he continued.

      “We’ve grown accustomed to hauling you around at this point anyway,” Tash joked with a smile.

      “Thank you, Tash, I’ll be all right. It’s my arm that’s broken, not my leg,” Ryl responded. A thought crossed Ryl’s mind. He focused on sending out the feeling of gratitude.

      “And thank you and Palon for helping over the last moon. You’ve been true friends,” he added, watching the twins for any reaction.

      Tash beamed with the compliment but showed no outward reaction to the added emotion. Palon cocked his head slightly and cracked a half-smile as he slowly nodded his head. The lack of response from Tash and subtle cue from Palon were curious, leaving Ryl with more questions than answers. He’d only felt the inconsistent waves of feelings from Tash, yet the man had shown no reaction to his. Ryl had never noted a similar response from Palon, however, the twin rarely spoke. Could both have attained some level of understanding? The question was puzzling, yet his investigations would have to wait. The overwhelming need to reach Tabenville again took hold.

      “Let’s get back to the village,” Ryl said, doing his best to remove any hint of worry from his voice.

      The trio set a brisk pace with Ryl leading the way. The twins followed with the cart a few paces behind. Within moments, they, too, were swallowed by the open mouth of the Erlyn.
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      The trip through the forest was accomplished quickly and, thankfully, without further incident. The anxious feeling grew steadily in Ryl’s gut as they approached the end of the forest. Darkness was closing in as they exited the woods, the great statue of Taben the Defender towering in the distance was lit from one side by the light of the final slivers of the setting sun; the other side shrouded in shadow and mist. The flickering lights of the village square illuminated a large gathering of people. Ryl closed his eyes searching for the signs of tributes with his mind.

      They were all gathered in the square.

      The trio hastened their pace, quickly closing the distance between them and the village. Two guards were standing at attention in front of the stables, their normal indifferent look replaced with cautious stares. Their eyes followed Ryl and the twins as they moved past.

      The guard manning the waystation was no different as they paused briefly to return their supplies.

      “You three are late,” the guard grumbled. “All tributes are to report to the square immediately.”

      “What’s happening?” Ryl asked, not truly expecting an answer.

      “Square. Now.” The guard enunciated each word with slightly more force than necessary.

      Ryl and the twins exchanged uneasy glances as they moved their way toward the assembled companions. The exterior of the square was ringed with the guards from Tabenville while the center was occupied by the tributes, milling around nervously in an uncoordinated line.

      The head of the line ended in front of the officer’s quarters at a small table positioned off the rear of the ominous black carriage of the master. Delsith’s personal guards and the two lead riders stood in tandem alongside the carriage, glaring menacingly at the tributes slowly making their way past with hate-filled eyes. The guard who had attacked Ryl had retrieved another baton. Both were holding their weapons in their hands, tapping them irregularly into their palms. Neither the master nor sub-master were anywhere to be seen.

      The atmosphere inside the square was choking. The mist from the waterfall felt heavier than normal. The uneasy attitude emanating from the regular guards mixed with the uncertainty of the tributes. The hatred pouring from Delsith’s men added to the mix, forming a toxic tension that permeated the area. Eyes scanning the square, Ryl made his way to the end of the scattered line.

      “Tash, Palon, Ryl, where have you been?” Luan shouted as she broke from her position shortly ahead of them, throwing her arms around Tash, moving to Palon next.

      “I've been worried about you, it's getting late,” Luan chided the trio as she moved to embrace Ryl. Her eyes grew wide as she noticed the makeshift splint on his arm.

      “What happened to you?” she whispered, looking anxiously around the square at the guards.

      “It’s ok, Luan. I’m ok,” Ryl said, sending out a reassuring feeling. “Just ran into the master on the road. He and his goons wanted to tell me how much they missed me, that’s all.”

      Luan stared at Ryl for a painfully long moment with a look that showed how unamused she was at that statement.

      “Things have been strange here.” She was the first to break the uncomfortable silence. “First the riders came racing into the village, then the guards started corralling us all into the square. Next thing we know, the master shows up and sets up shop. His guards started beating any tribute within range.”

      Ryl felt the blood begin to heat in his veins. Was this a byproduct of their meeting on the road? Luan interrupted his train of thought as she continued, her voice sounding more worried with every passing word.

      “Sub-master Millis and a few of the guards got in between the master’s men and the tributes,” Luan continued. “Then Millis and the master start screaming at each other in the middle of the square before the pair stormed into the officer’s quarters. I can’t tell what the mender’s doing over there.”

      Luan pointed toward the front of the jumbled line that ended near the black carriage. Mender Jeffers sat behind a small but organized table. On the right third of the table rested a shallow wooden box, the top of which opened on a hinge blocking the view of its contents. The left third contained a large ledger, which the mender was currently leaning over scrawling what Ryl knew to be immaculate notes.

      Jeffers put down his pencil, dismissing the tribute in front of the table with a smile, while beckoning the next forward. From where Ryl stood, his voice was lost under the roar of the fall.

      Ryl watched as the tribute, a man he knew by face alone stopped momentarily at several points along the disjointed gathering. Luan flagged him down as he approached.

      “What's this all about?” she inquired.

      “Testing for alexen. Again,” the tribute said, clearly growing tired of repeating the same story. “Don't know nothin’ more.”

      Ryl felt like he was going to be sick to his stomach. The testing could prove to be disastrous for him. Da'agryn had warned him that he was much closer to peak saturation than the menders, guards and his sponsor believed. What would happen to him if the test proved this to be true? He was so lost in thought that he didn't notice the master storm out of the officer’s quarters towards his carriage. The sub-master took up position in the doorway to his quarters, arms crossed over his chest. His body language was less than pleased.

      Standing behind Luan, Ryl formed the end of the line. With only a little more than thirty tributes currently staying in Tabenville, the wait had been relatively short. He’d been lost in the confines of his mind, pondering the implications of what this test could mean for him. By the time it was Luan’s turn, only a small group of tributes—Tash, Palon and a handful of others—remained standing together in the middle of the square.

      Mender Jeffers spoke before looking up from the notes he was taking in his ledger. His voice was more morose than normal. His nose was swollen and red, his eyes had begun turning black and blue.

      “Show me your Harvest number and sponsor’s brand, please,” the mender said. Jeffers’ eyes darted to Ryl then back to the brand on Luan’s neck. As the mender looked down toward his ledger, his eyes stopped abruptly on Luan's slightly distended stomach. They lingered there for a moment, growing wider as the realization dawned on him.

      Ryl kicked himself for not thinking of it sooner. The tiny life inside Luan was growing, she was showing more daily. He and the tributes that knew had grown accustomed to it. The subtle changes from day to day weren't as apparent to their eyes. From all he could tell, the guards were clueless to the situation. If sub-master Millis had found out through his investigations after the demise of his predecessor, he’d never mentioned a word.

      The trained, ever-curious eyes of the doctor had spotted the discrepancy. He slowly looked up, making eye contact with Luan first, then Ryl. Luan’s body tensed up as she turned her head to the opposite side showing her Harvest number.

      Jeffers broke off eye contact, hastily scribbling down the Harvest and sponsor information.

      “Please give me your finger,” the mender stumbled as if forgetting the words mid-thought. “I just need to draw a drop of blood. It won't hurt.”

      Luan reluctantly offered her hand to the mender. Jeffers reached into the open box withdrawing a small glass vial with a cork stopper and a tiny metal needle. He gently took hold of Luan’s hand with his left, flipping it over so it was facing palm up. With a practiced motion he quickly spiked the needle into the tip of her pointer finger. A speck of crimson blood welled up from within, growing steadily until the mender squeezed the drop out. He milked three drops of blood into the vial before releasing her hand.

      “There you go, all done now,” Mender Jeffers said, replacing the cork stopper on the vial. He carefully marked a symbol on the top of the vial, making a corresponding note in his ledger before placing it gently back into the open box. Luan backed up a step nervously, eyes locked on the mender, before turning and hurrying back toward the group waiting in the middle of the square.

      Ryl stepped up to the table before the mender beckoned. Jeffers looked up as he finished writing in his ledger.

      “Let's see that arm of yours, then we'll get this over with,” the mender said calmly. “Lay it on the table if you please.”

      Ryl held out his newly broken arm, resting it on the table while the mender leaned down and retrieved a few supplies from the small leather satchel at his feet. Jeffers removed the hastily constructed splint leaving the broken section of baton and wrap off to the side of the table.

      Jeffers had the splint rewrapped quickly. Ryl sucked in air through gritted teeth as the pain shot through his arm when the mender tightened the strap. Reaching back down into his pack, he pulled out another length of fabric, rising and rounding the table to Ryl's side. Sub-master Millis began a hurried approach from the officer’s quarters.

      “This will help hold the arm steady,” Jeffers said as he swung the fabric over Ryl's opposite shoulder, tying it securely behind his back. “You will need to keep this on for the better part of a moon.”

      “What happened to your arm, tribute?” the booming voice of sub-master Millis demanded, looking at both the mender and Ryl in turn. Mender Jeffers avoided eye contact, he scurried back around the table.

      “We passed this clumsy herd on the way to Tabenville.” Master Delsith’s voice interrupted the momentary silence. “Fell out of a tree culling the infestation you’ve allowed to destroy the orchard. You’d do well to take better care of your charges, sub-master.”

      “I’d rather trust a snake with fangs barred not to strike, than believe your forked tongue,” Millis hissed with uncharacteristic animosity. “What happened to your arm, Ryl?”

      Sub-master Millis added the extra emphasis on his name, knowing it would agitate the abhorrent master. He picked up the broken shaft of the baton, rolling it over in his hands, studying it knowingly.

      “They aren’t deserving of names,” Master Delsith screamed, his face flushed red with anger. “They are herds. They’re here to do our bidding. Nothing more.”

      “Mender Jeffers, finish with your tests,” sub-master Millis growled, interrupting the ranting of the master.

      The tension inside the square reached a fevered pitch. Mender Jeffers fumbled inside the open box as Ryl leaned over the table. The inside of the box was lined with half a dozen rows of identical glass vials, standing on end. Two small compartments nearest to the mender separated the clean from the used needles. Ryl laid his right hand on the table, palm up, eyes never leaving the mender.

      “This will just take a second,” Jeffers said nervously. His hand was shaking mildly as he extended it toward Ryl.

      The needle struck the skin on Ryl’s finger. He felt a small pressure, yet the needle failed to puncture the skin, instead bending at a right angle as it folded on itself. The mender looked confused as he briefly studied the needle before placing it back in the case, retrieving a new one. His second attempt at piercing Ryl’s skin resulted in an increasingly baffled Mender, yet no blood.

      Jeffers lifted Ryl’s hand closer to his face, turning it back and forth examining the skin. Ryl had thankfully not had the chance to test the bounds of the passive quality the woodskin had imbued. His toughened skin rejected the attempt of the fragile needle to draw blood. He was hesitant to test it against anything stronger.

      “Must have built up quite the calluses from working in the fields,” Jeffers mumbled aloud, more to himself than the surrounding spectators.

      Ryl caught a glimpse of motion out of the corner of his eye, yet he wasn’t prepared for the sharp tug on his right shoulder that spun his body away from the table. Master Delsith stood in front of him, the fabric of Ryl’s sleeve balled up in his hand.

      “This is taking too long,” Delsith hissed as he wrenched Ryl around.

      The words that came out of the master’s mouth were accompanied by his opposite fist crashing into Ryl’s nose. His vision spun as he crashed to the ground, nearly upending the table in the process. Blood flowed freely from his nose.

      “You have your blood now, Mender.” The master grinned a wolfish smile.

      In an unexpected display of agility, Millis leaped over Ryl’s body, grabbing the master by both sides of his shirt. Gripping the portly Delsith just below his collar, Millis hauled him off the ground, heaving him backwards toward his guards. The master and all his girth slammed into the ground, rolling uncontrollably in a heap, knocking over a pair of his bodyguards in the process.

      The square exploded in a display of force never before witnessed in the history of The Stocks. Without exception, every member of the Tabenville guard drew their batons and, with well-practiced precision, formed a tight circle around the master and his men. The master’s bodyguards drew their weapons, tuning their heads frantically from side to side trying to keep tabs on the crowd that had surrounded around them

      “You’re out of line, Delsith,” sub-master Millis shouted at the downed master, intentionally omitting his title. “Take your goons and get out of Tabenville. I’ll have the mender escorted back to Cadsae personally.”

      “How dare you lay your hands on me?” Master Delsith foamed with rabid rage as he worked his way off the ground. “I’ll have you executed for this offense. Every last one of you will swing from the gallows for his.”

      Delsith made a purposeful circle, waving his crooked finger at each of the guards surrounding him.

      “You are hereby removed from your post, Millis, all of you are,” he screamed at the top of his lungs.

      Aside from the master and the nervous motion of his guards, not a soul moved in the plaza. Millis took a slow, menacing step toward the master. Delsith shrunk back at the approach.

      “You do not have the authority to do that,” the sub-master calmly replied. “I take my orders directly from the captain, as do you, I believe. If you have a grievance, I suggest you take it up with him.”

      Delsith opened his mouth to retort, but Millis cut him off before he could speak.

      “But, as he’s already made his stance perfectly clear on the unwarranted abuse of the tributes, I’d be interested to hear what he’d have to say about all of this.” Millis raised his voice loud enough for all to hear. “Make room for the master, he’ll be leaving. Now.”

      The master and his four bodyguards hesitantly backed toward their waiting carriage as the circle of guards from Tabenville fanned out, opening a lane to the main road.

      “You’ll pay for this, Millis,” Delsith growled. “You’ve thrown your lot in with the herds. You’ll all pay.”

      The master spat as he clambered into the carriage, slamming the door behind him. Two guards boarded the front, while the second pair stood on the step at the rear of the wagon. All had weapons drawn as the carriage made a slow turn before retreating down the road.

      “Ready their mounts and help the mender finish his tasks,” sub-master Millis snapped out orders to his guards standing at attention around the square. “I want six accompanying him. You ride within the hour. I want you in Cadsae before the master.”

      Millis looked down at Jeffers who was frozen in place following the events.

      “Sorry, Mender,” Millis offered. “It’s going to be a long night for you.”

      Jeffers, still in shock from all that had unfolded, snapped back to attention, nodding his head at the sub-master, before rushing to Ryl’s side.

      “I want sentries posted at both ends of the Erlyn, round the clock until further notice,” Millis continued. “Show’s over men. Get to work.”

      The square erupted in a flurry of activity. Guards hustled the group of tributes who’d waited in the middle of the square back toward the common house while the rest rushed to complete their tasks throughout the village.

      Jeffers knelt down next to Ryl, who was lying on his side, right elbow planted on the ground propping his head up. His right hand was held protectively over his nose, trying to stanch the free flow of blood. Blood coated his hand, running down his arm forming a growing puddle around his elbow.

      “Are you all right, Ryl?” the mender asked, worried.

      “Never better.” Ryl snapped out the snide reply.

      “I’m sorry, I have to do this, then I’ll help clean you up,” Jeffers said. The mender reached up to the table, pulling one of the glass vials from the case. He tilted the vial, capturing an ample supply of the blood spilling from Ryl’s nose for his test. He stood, made a quick note in his ledger and on the vial before retrieving his small satchel, rummaging through it for supplies.

      He balled up two small pieces of cloth, gently wedging them into Ryl’s nostrils, temporarily damming the flow of blood. He gingerly felt the sides of Ryl’s nose.

      “You’ve taken quite the beating today,” Jeffers sighed before continuing with a smile. “At least your nose isn’t broken. It’ll most likely bruise terribly and hurt for a while, but it’s still straight.” The mender used a spare cloth to wipe off the majority of the blood from Ryl’s hand and arm.

      A guard reported with a bucket of water, depositing it at Ryl’s feet. Sub-master Millis arrived on his heels. He took a knee beside them, offering Ryl his hand. They clasped wrists as the sub-master pulled him to his feet. Jeffers handed the pair of them clean rags, pouring water over their bloodied hands in turn.

      “Sponsors be damned,” Millis said to Ryl. “That disgrace of a man won’t rest until he sees you dead. I’d like a word with you in my quarters when you’ve cleaned up. The guard at the door will show you in.”

      “Aye, sir,” was all Ryl could manage for a reply.

      Sub-master Millis nodded and turned to the mender.

      “I’m terribly sorry for putting you in the middle of all of this, my friend,” he said compassionately. “It will be a long ride. Let my men know if you need any assistance.”

      Jeffers made a rough salute in reply. The sub-master turned, heading back toward his quarters issuing various commands to the guards he passed along the way.

      Ryl and Jeffers stood in silence for a moment, taking in the scene unfolding around them.

      “Strange days seem to follow you where you go, Ryl,” Jeffers said.

      “Stranger days are sure to come soon,” Ryl answered cryptically.

      Jeffers cocked his head slightly to the side, giving him a confused look.

      “I need to gather my things before we depart,” the mender shrugged with a sigh. “Be safe, Ryl.”

      “Thank you for everything,” Ryl said appreciatively. “Safe travels, my friend.”

      The final statement escaped his lips before he could stop himself. In truth, the mender had gone out of his way to show Ryl respect, compassion and understanding in a world that afforded a tribute none. His friendship and trust had been earned through his actions. Ryl was appreciative beyond what words could express.

      The mender’s face brightened at the comment, the corners of his mouth curling up into a warm smile. He nodded his head, clapped Ryl on his good arm and turned back to organize and pack up his supplies.

      Ryl slowly made his way toward the officer’s quarters, threading his path through the bustle of activity. He waded through the commotion yet afforded it no attention; the activity flowed around him like water around a rock. His mind had a solitary focus, Mender Jeffers’ test. In his heart, he knew the magnitude of the results.

      He would be leaving The Stocks early.

      His Harvest was a moon away.
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      Ryl was led into the officer’s quarters by the guard stationed at the door. The contrast between the interior of the common house and the officer’s residence was startling. The hardwood floors were covered in a brightly colored rug, giving off a muted thump with every step. Despite the stone exterior, the interior walls were finished with smooth wood panels and sealed to hold out the moisture.

      He was led through a small entranceway into a long hallway with doors leading off each side. Art depicting various themes hung in the space between each set of doorways. A roaring fire at the end of the hallway heated the interior, evaporating any trace of the chill that was ever-present at Tabenville due to the constant moisture from the waterfall. The guard stopped at the first doorway on the right, rapping his knuckles three times on the solid wooden door.

      Ryl looked at the artwork hanging to the left of the door, awaiting a response from within. The scene depicted the moments before a great skirmish during the Battle of the Erlyn Woods. In the foreground on the right side of the picture, Ryl clearly recognized the figure of Taben. Twice as tall as his compatriots, he was urging them on toward the overwhelming black mass of the horde that darkened the background of the picture.

      The response of the sub-master’s familiar voice came from within. The guard opened the door, saluting before stepping in and holding the door for Ryl as he passed. The small room was dominated by a massive desk in the center, so large that it must have been constructed inside the room. The two modest chairs in front of the desk looked miniscule in proportion to the hulking table beside them. A long bookshelf ran across the back wall, lined with tome after tome. The sub-master was standing hunched over a smaller desk along the side wall reading from a stack of papers.

      “That will be all, Corporal. You can wait outside,” Millis ordered. With a salute, the guard exited, closing the door behind him, the lock falling into the latch with an audible click.

      “Have a seat, Ryl,” the sub-master said, pointing to the chair in front of the desk.

      Ryl complied with the order, slowly lowering himself into the chair. Millis crossed the room, taking a seat in the veritable throne that stood behind the desk. It was clear that the furnishings were not of his choosing. Compared to the mender, the sub-master's desk was an unorganized chaos. Uneven stacks of paper lined each side and a book lay open in the center. Next to the book rested the broken remains of the baton.

      “You’ve made a powerful enemy,” Millis said, reaching into the desk, extracting a bottle of amber liquid, followed by two glasses. He unstoppered the bottle with a pop, holding it below his nose, closing his eyes and savoring the smell as he inhaled a deep breath. After pouring himself a modest amount, he repeated the pour with the second glass, sliding it across the table to Ryl.

      Millis took a small sip, then leaned back in his chair, swilling the liquid gently in his cup. Ryl tentatively collected the goblet, inhaling cautiously before tasting a small sip. The flavor was surprisingly mild yet, at the same time, contained hints of an unexpected spiciness. Ryl swallowed the liquid, following the warmth of the drink down his throat into his stomach. It left his mouth feeling parched, almost dry.

      “I’m sure you’ve never had the pleasure of Milstead Rye,” Millis said plainly. “Although in your cycles here, I’m sure you’ve harvested a fair share of the grain they use to make their precious spirit. I’ve heard rumor that they only use grain from The Stocks. This treasure comes from the small village called Milstead about a day’s ride outside the palisades. Much more pleasant than the spirits they distill in here, I imagine.”

      Caught off guard by the statement, Ryl almost choked on his next sip. Did the guards and sub-master know about Quinlen’s brew? He hadn’t seen his friend in moons. He repressed the sudden worry for his friend’s safety, hoping his surprise didn’t show. If Millis had noticed, he gave no indication as he continued.

      “What are we to do with you?” Millis questioned.

      “Well, you could open the gates and let me free,” Ryl said. “Let us all free.”

      It was the sub-master’s turn to be surprised. He coughed as the sip he’d taken burned his throat.

      “Now, that wouldn’t bode well with your sponsor, or the king, I’m afraid,” Millis continued. “How are we going to keep you alive inside here for the next cycle? Sending you back to Cadsae would be a death sentence. Many guards share similar sentiments to that fool Delsith, and he’s assured to have them riled up by your latest slight. The captain’s demanded a moratorium on any violence to the tributes. Still I wouldn’t put it past the man to make your death appear accidental. Mind telling me what actually happened to your arm?”

      Millis lifted the baton, inspecting it again like it was the first time he’d seen it.

      Ryl took a small sip of the spirit. The tale of his most recent encounter flowed unimbued from his mouth. The sub-master listened patiently, nodding his head slightly as the story came to the conclusion.

      “It’s as I figured,” Millis stated plainly. “Sturdy sticks these are though. Lucky you can still use that arm at all.”

      “Yes, sir. I was lucky,” Ryl agreed with the sub-master.

      Millis paused as if waiting to hear more. The silence stretched on before he spoke again.

      “Now, I’d ask that the true nature of this conversation remain between you and I,” Millis stated, the commanding voice reappearing without warning. “The details will have to be worked out and approved by the captain, but I have no intention of sending you to the Harvest this cycle.”

      Ryl was taken aback by the statement. Without exception, the Harvest was attended by all inside The Stocks, and a greater number from the surrounding city and countryside. The palisades were lined with a mix of sponsors, nobles, commoners and guards. He hoped upon hope that the sub-master’s planning wouldn’t be for naught, yet he feared the truth was more realistic. He would play along with the ruse, yet prepare for the worst.

      “I’ll have you under guard of ones I trust,” Millis said. “Where we’ll secret you away, that’s another detail we’ll have to work out.”

      Millis rose to his feet, scooping his glass of liquor up with him, pacing behind his desk.

      “Your life has been unfair to you in ways I could never hope to comprehend, Ryl.” Millis’ voice was sympathetic, without a hint of condescension. “You toil and endure it all as a result of an intangible element within your blood, a birth circumstance over which you had no choice. I’ll not willingly feed you to the wolves.”

      Ryl was shaken by the statement. He felt the tears forming in his eyes. He blinked rapidly while breathing deep to hold the emotion in. Millis, who had his back turned studying the binding of a book on the shelf, failed to notice the display.

      “Now, we should get you back to your fellow tributes, they’re undoubtedly worried about you,” Millis said. “Once I have the details ironed out, I’ll let you know. For now, I want you to continue working with the twins in the orchard. Keep your wits about you. I doubt Delsith will try anything too foolish. If he does, there will be sentries posted at the entrance to the woods.”

      Ryl finished the last sip of the liquid. He’d grown accustomed to the burn. He placed the empty glass gently down on the desk and rose to his feet.

      “Thank you, sir,” Ryl said. His voice wavered slightly as the emotion from earlier threatened to return. Millis smiled and nodded his head, returning to stand in front of the small desk. Ryl turned and exited the room. The waiting guard escorted him back out of the building.

      Ryl left feeling conflicted, a combination of the spirit and the sentiment from the sub-master warmed him, while his growing dread of the test results and the upcoming Harvest chilled him to the core. Again, the words of Da’agryn worked their way into his head.

      You must never give up hope.

      Hope he had.

      Time, he feared, he did not.
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      Ryl returned to the common house to an unsurprising volley of questions. He was uncomfortable having to lie about the conversation with the sub-master in addition to all that he’d learned from Da’agryn and the Erlyn. Exhausted and sore, he retired to the hard cot in his sparse room.

      Troubled sleep came with effort that night. The throbbing in both his left arm and nose forced him to sleep in roughly in the same position. When sleep did come, it fell in small increments. His dreams were plagued by the same nightmare time and time again.

      Ryl stood alone in the square of Cadsae. At his back was a semicircle of indistinguishable bodies, row upon row deep. Their faces were impassive, yet hatred flowed from them, crashing into him like waves on the shore. In front of him loomed the Pining Gates, the only exit to The Stocks.

      The line of bodies slowly closed in on him from all sides, bringing with it a noiseless fury that intensified with every step. Behind them, the world faded into an impenetrable blackness as he was forced closer to the gate.

      When he felt the space could shrink no smaller, that he could take no more of the animosity that washed over him, their advance ceased. A groan from the massive gate broke the silence. Ryl watched as the doors shuddered violently, before slowly opening with a bone chilling wail. The agony of the scream increased in volume as the doors parted, growing until it was nearly deafening.

      Ryl was drawn forward. He felt as if a gigantic unseen hand had wrapped its steely grip around his waist. It was reeling him slowly toward the opened mouth of the gate. He struggled with all his might, digging his feet into the ground, leaving gouges in the hard earth as he was pulled forward against his will.

      Beyond the gate, there was nothing but darkness. He moved ever closer to the void, his struggle becoming more frantic. A shadow within the darkness shifted position directly in front of him. The indistinguishable shape contorted as it grew, twisting and writhing as it increased steadily in stature before resolving into a crude human-like form.

      The force pulling Ryl onward ceased at the boundary where the light met the darkness beyond the gate. The black shape moved forward pressing itself against the darkness, bulging outward toward Ryl. Its face was featureless save for the sunken eye sockets and large gaping mouth. Its long, pointed fingers pushed outward, reaching toward him.

      The face was inches from Ryl's, its mouth snapping open and shut in random succession. The putrid smell of death and decay was overpowering. The shape slowly sank back into the blackness, which settled like a ripple on the water. For a moment, all was still, all was silent.

      Without warning, the figure surged forward again. A tortuous scream, a putrid odor, and agonizing pain accompanied the overwhelming darkness.

      Ryl shot up in bed gasping for breath, drenched in sweat. All was silent in the common house. The thunder of his heart in his ears was deafening. He slid himself back against the rough wooden wall, trying to regain control of his breathing. The last embers of the dying torch cast flickering shadows across the room.

      Every time he collapsed back into sleep, the same dream would assault him. Exhausted, Ryl made his way down to the main room on the first floor. He stretched his body as best he could, thankful the mobility in his legs had been fully restored. He shook his head, as he had traded one partially debilitating injury for another. His arm pulsed with pain, seemingly following the cadence of his heart, his nose hurt terribly and eyes felt swollen.

      It was some time before the first of the tributes made their way downstairs. He was met with friendly greetings that poorly covered the concern written across their faces. The thought crossed his mind that he must look as terrible as he felt. The same greeting played out again and again. Ryl grew tired of the conversation and looks.

      The twins arrived together, as always. Palon's normally pensive face was distorted with concern and Ryl picked up a wave of sorrow from Tash as they approached.

      “Looks as good as it feels, I suppose?” Ryl asked the twins. Palon gave him an uncharacteristic small smile, resting his hand on his shoulder. No words were necessary to communicate the unconditional support conveyed by his eyes. With a slight nod of the head and a gentle squeeze on his shoulder, Palon stepped back making way for Tash.

      “It’s bruised and swollen that’s for sure,” Tash said honestly with more than a touch of concern. “Did you sleep last night? You look exhausted.”

      “Not nearly well enough, my friend,” Ryl admitted.

      “Lucky we got to you before Luan,” Tash joked. “She’d be liable to go after the Master herself. Good luck stopping her when she gets her mind set on something. Anyway, where are they having you work now?”

      “I’m afraid you’re still stuck with me,” Ryl said. “Not sure I’ll actually be much help though.”

      “We can always use the company,” Tash smiled. “Let’s get moving.”

      Tash made for the exit with Palon on his heels, Ryl trailed a few steps behind. They crossed the square following the same path they’d taken for over a moon. As they approached the officer’s quarters, they noticed the sub-master leaning against the gate, arms crossed across his chest. He hailed them over before they could pass, standing up straight as they approached.

      “Last night was a mistress that did not treat you well, I see,” sub-master Millis exclaimed. “I realized this morning that the mender hadn’t left you with anything for the pain. I’ve instructed the guards at the waystation to give you some with your daily rations.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Ryl said.

      The sub-master nodded before reassuming his position, arms crossed, leaning against the gate.

      Ryl and the twins collected their supplies at the waystation. Ryl eagerly drank the small tincture provided by the guards for the pain. The relief came within moments. Though not complete, it was a welcomed change from the current agony. The trio quickly left Tabenville, heading into the woods.

      He contemplated the Erlyn as they walked through its midst on the way to the orchard. If he chose to do so, it would be simple to disappear into her depths, build a small home among her trees and hide out the rest of his days in peace. Not a soul would find him.

      No. That would be too easy.

      Da’agryn had made it clear that his only exit from The Stocks would be his Harvest. There was much he wished to accomplish before that date. A date that now potentially loomed less than a moon away.

      Final preparations were being made before the Harvest, the remaining crops picked from their fields before the short winter season. Would sub-master Millis and his squad remain in isolation in Tabenville, or would they winter with the rest in Cadsae?

      With his time potentially running short, Ryl vowed to spend every free moment he could training, practicing and preparing before the Harvest. There were a few problems that came to mind that he had still yet to address.

      First off, there were the Leaves. Since returning to Tabenville after the incident that nearly cost him his life, he had yet to touch the weapons. He was confident that they remained safely hidden away inside the cache, yet he had not dedicated any time to practicing with them. He still had no idea how to control the mythical weapons, and little to no actual experience fighting.

      In fact, his only experience fighting had been reliving the memories of Caprien. The transference of power was still nearly a complete mystery to him.

      Even if he was able to train with the Leaves and become proficient at activating the magical weapons, he couldn't exit The Stocks armed. Tributes were permitted to carry their belongings with them, yet he was sure anything considered a weapon would be confiscated immediately.

      The other more pressing concern was the so called treatment that had been forced down his throat on a weekly basis. Finding the antidote was an option so impossible it bordered on myth. The poison wouldn’t kill him, however, the debilitating and excruciatingly painful side effects would last nearly a moon. He knew no one outside of The Stocks. Where would he go?

      With much on his mind, the trip to the orchard was over in a flash. They were nearly done destroying the moths that had infested the fruit. The meager harvest would begin following the completion of their current task, although there was barely any edible fruit left on the trees.

      Ryl reached for a shovel when they arrived at the remains of the fire from the night before. Tash slapped his hand out of the way, hefting the worn spade himself.

      “I can still help. I'm not completely useless,” Ryl pleaded with his friend.

      “Ryl, you suffered a broken arm and nearly a broken face yesterday,” Tash argued with his friend. Palon nodded his head in agreement. “You look as if you haven't slept either. You go find a nice shady spot under a tree and sleep it off today. Until you can use that arm of yours, you'll just get in the way.”

      Ryl acquiesced to his friend’s wishes without further argument, accepting that the rest would be a benefit. Losing the temporary use of one of his arms left him feeling more helpless than when he had been hobbled by two recovering legs.

      With a pat on the back, Tash and Palon gathered the cart and headed out into the orchard. Ryl watched them leave, laughing out loud when he realized Tash had inadvertently left the shovel sticking out of the rotting pile of fruit. Though he needed the sleep, he couldn’t stand the thought of letting the twins do all the work. He would find a way to help, no matter how trivial it was. He gathered wood from the nearby pile, a task that took considerably longer with the use of only one arm. With great effort and frustration, he managed to start a fire just in time for the twins to return.

      Tash shook his head as he approached.

      “You certainly are stubborn,” Tash droned. “Now enough, I don’t want to face the king’s wrath when you drop dead on us. Go. Rest.”

      Ryl accepted this offer, nodding his head in agreement. A gentle southeasterly wind blew down from the mountains, so he wandered a few rows north from the fire, ensuring that he stayed upwind from the putrid smell. Finding a large tree to rest his back against, he slumped to the ground, watching the twins work. Before long, he closed his eyes, falling into a peaceful sleep.

      The sun had gone past midday when he awoke. The dappled light through the tree spread out around him. The rest, although short, had done wonders to rejuvenate his weary body. The effects of the pain remedy were still holding steady so, for the time being, he felt less discomfort from his nose and arm.

      The twins were nowhere in sight, yet Ryl was able to locate them easily as he closed his eyes and focused on their entity. They were nearing the outer limits of the range of his mindsight. He guessed that they were starting work on the final row of the orchard. He stretched his body—stiffened from maintaining the same position—and decided that a walk would do him well.

      Ryl wandered through the orchard, enjoying the peaceful solitude. From his current location, the palisades were hidden from view. He pretended for a moment that he was walking in an orchard outside of The Stocks. Enjoying the leisurely stroll as a free man. The thought made him pause. It was a lurid fantasy, too enticing to be healthy.

      For a time, as a child finding his way in The Stocks, he had often daydreamed of such a life. After a while, the dreams had become a constant source of sadness. Too depressed to carry on living that way, he’d nearly abandoned the thought altogether.

      To live free from the orders of the guards. To be free to live a life of his own choosing was all he ever wanted.

      Ryl shook himself from the dangerous thought. There wasn’t enough time to be caught in the trap of daydreams. The burning fire of determination rose within him. If his Harvest was to be upcoming, he’d soon be free from The Stocks, yet not a free man. He was bound to an uncertain future. Yet he had to hope that escape was possible. If the opportunity arose, he needed to be ready.

      He had work to do. It was time to get to the Erlyn.
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      Ryl crossed the orchard, quickly angling his path away from the main road to stay clear of the sentries posted by sub-master Millis. The Erlyn and the orchard ran parallel to each other on a straight east-west course. The two vastly different wooded areas were separated by a treeless gap spanning nearly fifty meters.

      Pausing behind the base of a tree standing in the last row of the orchard, Ryl peered out from behind its safety, observing the position of the sentries to the east. He hadn’t traveled as far to the west as he intended, yet at the present distance, he figured crossing would be a minimal risk. Both sentries were off their mounts, standing in the middle of the road, the sweeping course of their vision trained primarily to the south.

      Grass grew tall across the divide, standing to just above Ryl’s knee. Too short to hide his body if he were to crouch, Ryl grudgingly accepted the fact that to remain unseen, he would have to crawl to cover the gap. Normally, this proposition wouldn’t be a cause for dismay, yet with one broken arm, Ryl loathed the option.

      Having no other choice, Ryl slithered into the tall grass, inching forward, using his right forearm to propel himself ahead inch by frustrating inch. After what felt like an eternity squirming through the tall grass, he reached the edge of the vertical wall that was the Erlyn. He lay on his side, reaching out with his right arm and placing his hand on the moss-covered base of the tree.

      As his hand touched the cool, rough bark of the tree, Ryl felt instantly at ease. He inched the last pace forward, standing up behind the protective shelter of the tree, placing his head against its bark. He concentrated and connected with the forest, quickly scanning it for signs of distress. He was prepared for the flood of sensations yet they still sent his head reeling. It was a few moments before he had made sense of all the information.

      All was quiet within the Erlyn. He felt the warmth of the sun on the leaves high above, felt the tickle of the river that flowed through her. The road that bisected her was silent, although he could feel the light reverberations of the metal horseshoes from the sentries’ mounts as they moved slowly above the roots along her border.

      Breaking his connection, he realized again how taxing the process was. While he had labored daily to build his endurance and stamina with his other skills, he had been reticent in his practice with the Erlyn. He promised himself that he would find a way to connect with the forest on a daily basis.

      Ryl concentrated on opening a path to his cache. The woods responded immediately—a long narrow path into the gloomy depths opened its way before him. A feeling of safety enveloped him as he heard the telltale rustle of the entrance closing behind him.

      Could he extend this safety to the rest of the tributes? Was there a way to secret them here, hide them inside the deepest recesses of the woods where no one would find them? For a moment, hope surged through him. Why had he not considered this before?

      Giving thought to the option as he walked the quiet pathway, he realized the flaw in his logic. The small group in Tabenville could be hidden away easily enough, yet they were only a small fraction of the whole of the tribute population. Secreting over three hundred others to the safety of the woods was seemingly an impossible task.

      They would be seen.

      They would be hunted.

      They would bring fire and raze the Erlyn to the ground.

      He shuddered at the thought. Da’agryn said that Ryl leaving The Stocks would be their only hope. With no further explanation, his mind failed to grasp how this would come to be.

      Ryl quickly found himself in the familiar clearing that contained his cache. Everything appeared undisturbed, yet he still held his breath in anticipation as he carefully uncovered the hidden compartment. He breathed a sigh of relief as he found that everything was exactly how he’d left it.

      Removing a single member of the Leaves, Ryl examined the weapon carefully, noting the slightly discolored area, most likely worn from cycles of hands holding the exact same position. He felt reassured as he squeezed his grip around the weapon. The Leaves felt at home in his hands, more of an extension of his body than an accessory. He waved the weapon around in an uncoordinated, careless practice for a short time before realizing the futility of his effort. As comfortable as the Leaves felt in his hands, in their present state, they were nothing more than sticks.

      Sitting with his legs crossed on the grass in the center of the clearing, Ryl focused on connecting with the weapon, on activating its shimmering blade. He attempted to bring back the memory of Caprien, of the battle, to feel what he had felt. His fingers flexed their grip on the wooden shaft. Then his hand adjusted its hold involuntarily, raising the weapon up to a position parallel to the ground and held slightly out from his chest.

      An instant later, the handhold and positioning felt foreign. He let his hand sink back to the ground. Ryl lost track of how long he remained there attempting to retrieve the memory, to coax out the feeling of the blades alive in his hand. The memory was there, the feeling was there, yet just like his other skills, it toyed with him just outside of his reach.

      Disheartened, Ryl returned the weapon to its hiding place, making sure the cache was securely hidden. He called upon the Erlyn to open a path back to where he had entered earlier in the day. He trudged along, lost in thought, consumed with frustration at his continued failure.

      He’d spent more time in the woods than he had anticipated. The sun was well into its descent toward the western palisade. He searched for the twins with his mind, yet found no trace of them within his reach. A thinning wisp of smoke could be seen to the south. He hurried into a crawl, making it across the grassy gap quicker than his first crossing. Without thinking, he put weight on his left arm, wincing at the intensity of the pain that coursed through him.

      Arriving back in the orchard, he rushed in the direction of the fading smoke. Searching every few steps, he was relieved to finally discover a trace of the twins, their bright-colored orbs in close proximity. Ryl slowed his steps and, in turn, his racing heart with a sigh of relief.

      Palon was the first to note his approach. He reached out to tap Tash on the arm, pointing in Ryl’s direction. Both looked relieved to see him materialize from the depths of the orchard.

      “That must have been quite the rest,” Tash joked as Ryl approached. “We were starting to worry, couldn’t find you anywhere.”

      “Sorry to worry you,” Ryl said, feigning embarrassed. “I didn’t intend to sleep that long. Thanks for giving me the day off.”

      “Well, while your legs were recovering, we got used to you not being a help anyway, so it’s really no different now.” Tash couldn’t help keep the sarcastic smile from crossing his face. “Might as well make yourself a little useful today. Come help us put out this fire. It’s time to call it a day.”

      Ryl crossed to the twins, helping them snuff out the lingering flames before gathering their modest supplies in the wagon. The main road was empty and, with a nod from the sentries, they soon passed through the Erlyn arriving shortly after in the small village.

      The pain had returned as the remedy had worn off. Ryl was granted another vial of the potent concoction as they dropped off their supplies at the waystation for the night. He hoped that the pain reliever in combination with the exhaustion he still felt would be enough to hold the nightmares at bay.

      The activity in the square had returned to its normal pace following the events of the previous day. Lingering tendrils of the tension that had permeated the space hadn’t yet fully relinquished their hold. Ryl could see it in the shoulders of the guards, in their measured gaits, as if they were still carrying the weight.

      Before long, the trio was back within the confines of the common house, enjoying as best they could the remainder of their meager rations. Luan had been relieved to see them return and, at the same time, horrified at Ryl’s appearance. She doted over him in a way that reminded him of Sarial. Yet another infinitely kind heart that had been stolen from the world outside The Stocks.

      For what? He thought to himself.

      Ryl excused himself early, heading to the quiet serenity of his empty room. Thankfully, the effects of the pain reliever in conjunction with the exhaustion lulled him into a peaceful, dreamless sleep.
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      Life in Tabenville followed the same progression as the days stretched on. Ryl spent his time in the orchards with the twins. The brothers refused to let him participate in the majority of the labor, allowing Ryl the freedom to continue practicing his skills away from the view of the others.

      Ryl’s clandestine trips into the Erlyn continued. He strived to familiarize himself with the Leaves, though he consistently failed to activate the shimmering green blades. As with all his other skills, he felt like he had reached a plateau with his training. There was a wall preventing him from taking it to the next step. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t find his way past it.

      His injuries had recovered at an astonishing pace. The swelling and pain in his face had subsided, leaving only a small trace of bruises to mark the injury. There was still discomfort in his arm, although it was minor now compared to the start. He had removed the sling, yet thought it best to keep the splint on to help mask the speed of his recovery. Ryl was hesitant to test out its true strength for fear of aggravating the injury once more.

      There had still been no word from Mender Jeffers as to the results of the test, and there had been no further discussions with the sub-master as to his plan. Ryl tried his best to carry on his daily routine without showing the suffocating apprehension that grew with every passing sunset.

      The weekly treatments were the most aggravating, adding a finality to yet another week, as well as leaving an awful lingering taste in his mouth. His mood was especially dour as he headed out with the twins to the orchard. Sometime before their return, a rider would arrive bearing the vile poison and he would have to choke down yet another dose. Not helping was the fact that a series of storms had raced across The Stocks from the ocean over the last several days, drenching the area and again flooding the rear half of the common house.

      Ryl’s mood had soured to the point that even the lighthearted Tash had given up attempting to elicit a smile as they had walked to the orchard. They were forced to hug the path as close to the trees as possible to avoid the swollen waters of the river, their feet making squishing sounds as they sunk slightly into the wet earth.

      Even without Ryl’s full help, the work in the orchard had progressed quickly. The infestation had been dealt with as best they could. Now, the efforts focused on salvaging the remaining fruit. They had rigged a bucket to a rope that Ryl could loop over his shoulder, allowing him to participate, although his productivity was sluggish and minor at best.

      The sun had moved past midday as Ryl made his way back down the first aisle of the orchard carrying his harvest. The trio had agreed to deposit their day’s labors at the end of their respective rows, collecting them on the way back to the village. He poured his bucket onto the small pile at his feet. Looking down the orchard to his right, he was embarrassed by the size of his collection compared to each of the twins.

      Shrugging his shoulders, he began making his way back into the orchard when the thunderous sound of a fast approaching rider broke the relative silence of the afternoon. Ryl dropped his bucket behind the first tree, peeking his head out, observing the sentries that still remained at the entrance to the Erlyn. Both were mounted with horses angled blocking the road, hands resting at the ready on the pommels of their batons.

      The approaching rider reined in his horse to a stop several meters away. From Ryl’s position, he could only make out a portion of the rider’s words as the rider patted the satchel slung over his shoulder.

      “Bringing weekly treatment.”

      “Missive for Millis.”

      The plan formed instantly in his head. Ryl stepped back from the tree into the aisle, hiding himself from the view of the sentries. He scanned the orchard for the twins, relieved to find that they were still several rows away. He only had moments if his plan had any chance to be a success.

      Sprinting as fast as his legs would carry him, Ryl tore down the open aisle, trying to put as much distance between himself and the sentries as possible. Fearful of missing a window that was rapidly closing, he knew he had to take the chance.

      Stopping behind the next tree, he cautiously checked the position of the guards. Both had dismounted since allowing the rider to pass. Both had their backs turned to him and were tethering their horses to a tree. Ryl took a steadying breath. He needed to cross the gap without being seen. He didn’t have the time for the arduous crawl. Fifty meters separated him from the cover of the Erlyn. It was now or never. He surged forward as he exhaled.

      Forty meters. No word of alarm from the sentries.

      Thirty meters. Silence, with the exception of the rush of the wind past his ears.

      Twenty meters. A horse whinnied to his right.

      Ten meters. Ryl pushed forward with all the speed he could muster.

      His body was a mere shadow, a smudge of color as he disappeared into the woods. Once inside the Erlyn, he stopped, holding his breath as he listened. There was no sound of alarm, no report of hooves slamming into the ground. His thundering heartbeat sounded like a drum as it reverberated inside his skull.

      Ryl wasted no time in connecting with the Erlyn. Singularly focused, he let the flood of information wash past him without notice. He needed to see the road.

      He needed to see the rider.

      Relief flowed through him as he felt the hammer of the horse’s hooves nearly halfway through the forest. The perpetual gloom of the woods, wet conditions and swollen river had undoubtedly slowed his progress. Still, he would be free of the forest soon.

      Ryl had never any cause to injure the forest. Never swung an axe that bit into one of its trees, never broke branches that hung too close to the road. He was reluctant to ask for what he was considering, unsure whether or not the Erlyn would comply. With the utmost urgency and necessity in his heart, he sent his command to the forest.

      Ryl held his breath, waiting for a sign. The agonizing pause stretched on.

      Intense couldn’t describe the pain that tore through him. It wasn’t focused pain, like his broken arm. It seemed to affect every inch of his body simultaneously. He opened his mouth to scream, but the pain clamped it shut, gnashing his teeth together like a vise. His eyes squeezed shut as the tears leaked down his cheeks.

      As quickly as it came, the pain was gone. Ryl was on his hands and knees, sweat and tears dripping off his body. He could still feel the Erlyn, though his gaze was unfocused. With effort, he returned his search to the road, frantically searching for the horse and rider. There was no movement on the road.

      His plan had failed.

      He started to let his connection falter, until a weight shifted violently on the road. The churning increased. Ryl couldn’t make sense of it, until he felt the staggered strikes from the hooves of the horse. The movement seemed reluctant but, slowly, the horse began walking toward the village.

      Two distinct shapes remained on the road. One Ryl could tell was a large branch. He felt a wave of emotion surge through him as he felt for a connection with the fallen branch. He looked upon it as a person would observe their severed limb. The other motionless shape on the road was a body.

      The rider.

      Ryl concentrated on the shape. He could barely make out the rhythmic beat of his heart, muffled as it traveled through the ground. Ryl severed his connection immediately, ignoring the staggering effects, concentrating on opening a path to the downed man. The woods responded to his call without hesitation. Ryl stumbled at first, but quickly built up speed as he raced down the wooded alley.

      Nearing the path’s exit, Ryl slowed to a walk before stopping at the concealed exit. The Erlyn were silent save for the gurgle of the swollen river. Cautiously, Ryl crept toward the rider, relieved to see the steady rise and fall of his chest.

      The man was lying on his back, his head resting on his left cheek, face pointed toward the woods. The water of the river lapped dangerously close to his head. The large branch from the tree lay across his right leg, which was twisted at an awkward angle. The rider was young, his face splattered with more mud than stubble, his hair matted from the slow trickle of blood escaping from the cut across his forehead.

      Ryl looked for the satchel. The strap must have snapped during his fall but, thankfully, the rider was able to maintain a hold. Carefully, he slipped the bag out from underneath the rider’s arm, pausing to watch the man, making sure the movement hadn’t woken him.

      While the injured rider remained unconscious, Ryl wasted no time rummaging through the small satchel finding what he was looking for almost immediately. He removed the leather pouch with reverent care, in disbelief that his plan had succeeded. The pouch was cinched closed with a length of thin rope. His hands shook with nervous anticipation as he carefully untied the knot.

      With disbelief, Ryl stared at the pile of large oblong white pills inside the pouch in his hands. At a quick count, he estimated that there were nearly fifty pills. That would give him at least five weeks’ worth of treatments, six if he could stretch the time between doses.

      He was getting ahead of himself; he was still a prisoner of The Stocks. He had in his hands a partial answer to the problem of how to manage the poison that he’d been forced to ingest for cycles. If he could find means of escape, if he could secret the pills away with him, he’d bought himself time to find a safe place and a caring soul to help him weather the storm that would accompany his withdrawal from the poison.

      Ryl carefully transferred all but a few of the pills to his small pack. The remaining few he scattered on the ground at the river’s edge, dropping the leather pouch with the opening facing downstream halfway into the shallow water. Holding the satchel by its bottom, Ryl swung it in a small arc, randomly spilling its contents across the road before tossing the satchel near the rider’s head.

      Rations, a few articles of spare clothes, a small water skin and a neatly folded piece of parchment lay strewn across the ground. Satisfied that the scene would be believable enough whether the rider woke up or help arrived first, Ryl began quietly creeping back toward the tree line. Recollection of the words of the rider to the sentries stopped his silent retreat.

      “Missive for Millis.”

      Ryl turned quickly, collecting the paper, carefully unfolding the letter. In the dim light he read the neatly penned message.

      
        
        Sub-master Millis,

        Test results have been finalized and confirmed by Mender Jeffers. All fall within appropriate saturation levels, except tribute H1351+. Tribute is oversaturated, early Harvest required. Sponsor has been notified and is en route. Shutter Tabenville and deliver all tributes as per protocol. Notify the tribute of the findings.

        Regards,

        Captain Le’Dral

        

      

      Ryl fell back to a seated position, his heart raced, his breath came in short ragged gasps. In his heart, he knew the results all along, yet the news was still devastating. Two weeks from now, he’d be leaving The Stocks. His Harvest was here.

      Da’agryn had been right all along.

      The noise of fast approaching footsteps coming from the direction of Tabenville, snapped him from his self-loathing. Ryl quickly folded the letter, tossing it on the ground, rushing into the tree line. The Erlyn opened the way and he entered the woods without slowing. The leaves rustled, closing the path behind him as he passed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 39

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Once safely inside the forest, Ryl opened an avenue to the cache, rushing at breakneck speed through the dimly lit opening. It wouldn’t take the guards long to notify the sentries of what had occurred. If his absence was noted, it would bring undue suspicion which Ryl could ill afford.

      Ryl reached the clearing quickly, sliding to a stop at the hidden cache. He had no idea how Millis would react to the news. His assumed that he would be confined to Tabenville under careful watch. This would most likely be his last opportunity to visit his hideaway inside the Erlyn.

      He emptied the contents of the hidden storage, laying them on the ground. He could easily smuggle the cloak into Tabenville. After all, it was just another piece of clothing, unusual though it may be. The Leaves, on the other hand, presented a much more significant problem.

      Ryl thrust his head into his hands out of frustration, fingers pulling at his hair as he balled his hands into fists. The dulled end of the splint dug into his forehead.

      His eyes went wide as he looked in wonder at his left arm.

      The splint.

      Pulling at the ties that lashed the splint to his arm and ignoring the mild pain, Ryl removed the original thin wood supports of the splint. The Leaves were slightly longer and thicker than what the mender had used but he was confident that the difference wouldn’t be noted. His heart was racing from the adrenaline as he bound the splint back to his arm.

      The Leaves felt cool and comfortable against his skin. He had grown accustomed to the mild irritation of the original supports, yet just as when he had handled them in the past, the weapons felt as if they were merely an extension of his body.

      With the Leaves, treatment and cloak safely packed away, Ryl carefully replaced the cover to the hidden compartment. He connected with the forest, again directing his attention to the road. The normally peaceful pathway was alight with activity heading in both directions. Ryl could feel a group dragging the fallen limb across the road. The sensation felt like thorns running across his skin.

      There was a small group moving slowly north toward Tabenville. Two sets of heavy boots walked with an even cadence, a third dragged between them. Every now and then, Ryl felt the single, heavy step of the one in the middle. Occasionally, there was a lighter dragging sensation where Ryl felt the other foot should be. There was a single set of long rapid footfalls ahead of them.

      Ryl knew they had found the injured rider. There was a pair supporting him as they made their way toward the village. The solitary runner would have the entirety of Tabenville alerted within minutes.

      The motion heading south was that of two sets of heavy footfalls, walking rapidly toward the sentries. The guards would notify the sentries of the activity. If anyone had read the message, they would assuredly come to collect Ryl and the twins without delay.

      Ryl broke his connection, again ignoring the discomfort. He rapidly opened a path back toward the orchard, this time further away from where he had entered. His lungs and legs were burning from the running. The adrenaline alone kept him afoot as he sprinted through the forest.

      It took longer than he had hoped to reach the border of the Erlyn. Ryl doubted that he had the energy to connect with the forest again. He glanced in the direction of the main road to where the sentries stood guard.

      His heart skipped a beat as he realized they were nowhere to be seen.

      Ryl quickly scanned for the twins. They, too, were missing from his mindsight.

      He listened for the sound of horses, the sound of conversation, but all was quiet. With no other option, he raced through the grass toward the orchard. After what was an agonizing few moments, he reached the shelter of the first row, slamming forcefully into the closest tree.

      He was panting from the exertion. His nerves were on edge for fear that after all he’d attempted, his plans were now unravelling. As far as he could hear, the orchard remained silent.

      Ryl carefully hastened down the outside of the aisle, ducking from tree to tree. The closer he came to the road the more he felt his nerves fray. There was a distant growing sound of hoofbeats on the ground.

      He raced forward down the aisle. He had to make it to his bucket before he was discovered. The hoofbeats grew louder.

      Ryl managed a sigh of relief when he reached the bucket he’d deposited behind the tree. He frantically reached into the tree above pulling at every piece of fruit he could get his hands on, ripe or not. Trying to maintain his calm, he stepped out from under the tree, heading further up the aisle away from the road.

      “Tribute, stop,” came the call from the guard approaching rapidly from behind him.

      Ryl turned quickly as the rider thundered to a stop next to him.

      “Where have you been?” the guard demanded. “We’ve already been up this row looking for you.”

      “I’m sorry, sir,” Ryl said apologetically. “I heard you pass before. I was relieving myself behind the tree.” Ryl focused on the guard, pushing out a feeling of trust.

      The guard blinked his eyes, momentarily confused.

      “Nature calls, eh?” The guard laughed. “Time to call it quits for the day. Everyone’s headed back to Tabenville. Finish up with the other two then head back.”

      “Yes, sir,” Ryl said with a nod of his head.

      The guard waited as he walked past. Ryl twisted his body slightly to hide the meager haul in his bucket and larger than normal pack over his shoulder. The slow clop of the horse’s hooves followed him as he walked down the aisle.

      The twins were on their way up the road, pushing the partially loaded cart as Ryl and the sentry exited the aisle. Ryl casually dumped the contents of his virtually empty bucket into the cart. Tash and Palon gave him confused looks as the mix of ripe and unripe fruit rolled onto the heap.

      Tash looked from Ryl to the modest pile on the ground at the end of his row.

      “Good haul today, Ryl,” Tash said with a sarcastic smile.

      “You try this with a broken arm,” Ryl responded, subconsciously waving his splinted arm. Tash’s eyes lingered on the splint for a moment longer than Ryl expected. Meeting eyes with Ryl again, he shrugged his shoulders.

      “Let's get this over with then,” Tash continued as he grabbed the shovel moving to the small pile of fruit.

      “Palon, I might need your help with this one,” Tash laughed, clearly not ready to let go of the insult at Ryl's lack of production. The silent twin moved to the pile lifting a single piece off the top, tossing it over his shoulder into the cart. Tash chuckled to himself as he finished loading the pile in two more scoops.

      The trio made their way slowly back to Tabenville. The heavier cart gave them trouble in a few locations as the wheels sunk into the soft earth. Ryl and Palon were forced to push, while Tash pulled from the opposite side to free the stuck cart. They exchanged worried glances as the solitary sentry that had collected Ryl rode silently in their wake.

      Halfway through the Erlyn they met a rider traveling south from Tabenville at speed. The guards saluted loosely as they rapidly passed each other.

      “What do you think this is all about?” Tash asked in a whisper.

      “I have no idea,” Ryl replied, trying to show genuine surprise in his voice.

      They exited the Erlyn earlier in the day than they were accustomed to, yet in all directions the fields were empty of tributes. The sentry that had acted as their shadow since the orchard spurred his horse around them, moving quickly to the center of town. There, he paused for a moment as he appeared to be in conversation with someone on the ground. Finishing quickly, he turned his mount, racing back toward the Erlyn. He passed Ryl and the twins without a word, disappearing into the forest path.

      As they arrived at the waystation to deposit their harvest and return their daily supplies, the door opened to allow a pair of guards out. A guard from Tabenville supported the unfortunate rider from the forest. The newcomer leaned heavily on a crutch supporting his opposite side as they moved slowly toward the barracks. Just above his eyes, his head was wrapped in a thick white bandage, a small splotch of red already visible from the hastily bandaged wound on his forehead. His entire right leg was splinted and bandaged. He let out a pained moan as they brushed past.

      Ryl felt a sincere pang of remorse that he had injured the young guard. The young man had been dutifully following orders and was unlucky enough to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. The regret faded quickly as the reality of the situation inserted itself into his thoughts. The guard had suffered a small wound to the head and would be nursing a broken leg for a few moons. His wounded ego would be the longest sustained injury, lingering for as long as it would take for him or his companions to forget the accident occurred. A minor laceration, broken leg and damaged pride were trivial in comparison to the lives and daily toils of the tributes.

      Lives lived in slavery.

      Ryl and the twins followed the slowly moving pair until they entered into the barracks to the west of the road. Ahead of them the square was far more crowded than normal. The nervousness written across the faces of the tributes was obvious and the small groups of guards patrolling the area were on edge. Sub-master Millis was standing at the gate to his quarters, leaning against the fencepost. There was a rolled up sheet of parchment in his hand.

      Ryl was unsurprised when the sub-master called him over. Bidding an uncertain farewell to the twins, he shuffled over to the waiting officer.

      “Evening, Ryl,” Millis said in his official tone. “I’d like to have a word with you.”

      The sub-master pointed the way into the officer’s quarters. With a nod from the sub-master, Ryl was again let into the officer’s barracks, and ushered into the same office, this time accompanied by the sub-master himself.

      Ryl took up a seat in the same chair, resting his overburdened bag protectively on his lap. It seemed to take forever for the sub-master to circle around the desk, where he deposited himself roughly into his chair with a groan. He placed the parchment face down in front of him. Without saying a word, Millis reached into his desk, retrieving a pair of glasses and a bottle. He poured a much larger glass for both Ryl and himself.

      “To what do I owe the honor tonight, sir?” Ryl asked, breaking the silence, trying to act surprised at the news he already knew was coming.

      Millis inhaled deeply, holding it in for a moment before exhaling with a sigh.

      “Our plans have changed since we last spoke, Ryl,” sub-master Millis stated dryly. “I’m sure you’re wondering why you were all called in early from your assignments today. I need you to be my voice and relay this part of this conversation if you please.”

      “Of course, sir,” Ryl answered.

      “The rider carrying the weekly treatments had an accident in the Erlyn,” Millis continued. “A branch must have been weakened by the recent storms. It broke off knocking him off his horse. Unlucky chap is lucky to be alive. Unfortunately, in the process the entire week’s supply of treatments were lost in the river.”

      “What about the sickness?” Ryl gasped with mock surprise.

      “The general consensus is that expending excess energy will speed the consumption of the treatment within the body,” the sub-master explained. “Therefore, all assignments will be temporarily halted until more treatments can be procured from Cadsae. A rider has already been dispatched, but we won’t see him again until tomorrow night at the earliest, and that is if there are no delays.”

      “I understand, sir,” Ryl acknowledged.

      “Any symptoms of the sickness need to be reported to the guards immediately,” Millis expressed officially. “We always carry a small supply of treatment on hand in case of emergencies, yet these are very limited. These treatments will be prioritized to anyone who shows signs of the sickness prior to the rider returning.”

      Sub-master Millis leaned forward taking a large sip of the amber liquor, savoring the liquid in his mouth before swallowing with an audible gulp. Ryl took a small sip as well.

      “The rider was also carrying a message for me,” Millis started again, all trace of officiousness gone from his voice. “The tests you were all subjected to recently were the direct result of some young noble fop, no one knows which one to be specific, nor does it really matter. All we know is that someone got all the sponsors worked into a tizzy. The whole lot started crying to the king about their concerns that their precious tributes were at risk of being damaged. The king outright denied the demands that any of their tributes be released early.”

      Millis paused to take another sip. Ryl listened eagerly to the new information.

      “The sponsors were persistent,” Millis continued. “They struck a deal with the king that if any one of the tribute’s alexen tested at a higher concentration than anticipated, then they’d have the right to Harvest early. Pretentious bastards even paid for the testing themselves.”

      The sub-master paused, gently placing his drink down on the table, flipping over the parchment. Ryl watched as his eyes quickly scanned the document.

      “Turns out that out of all the tributes, only one tested above saturation,” Millis lamented. “I’m sorry, Ryl. That one is you.”

      Ryl let his head and shoulders sink, let his eyes stare down at the floor. He had been worried about how well he could feign his surprise at the news, yet hearing it from the sub-master and feeling the emotion in his voice was more shocking than expected.

      Millis rose from his chair, collecting his drink as he stood and began pacing around the room.

      “You know, I was there the night they brought you into The Stocks,” the sub-master admitted. Ryl was again startled by the admission, lifting his head to follow the man as he paced back and forth across his office. “They told us you were coming. Told us that in our lifetime, in our father's lifetime, no one had ever seen alexen like yours. Active alexen. It was rumored that you were special. All I remember is another scared child, discarded by the world.”

      Both he and Ryl took a large sip at the momentary pause in the story.

      “In a matter of the last few moons, you've shaken the very foundation of The Stocks,” Millis said as he moved back to his chair. “I know not what the rest of this cruel life has in store for you, but I have a profound feeling that this will not be the end of your tale.”

      Millis tipped his head back finishing the rest of his glass with a single gulp.

      “Open your bag, Ryl,” Millis commanded.

      Ryl's heart skipped a beat. He hastily swallowed another sip.

      “Excuse me, sir,” Ryl replied weakly.

      Millis reached down into his desk and retrieved another bottle of the precious liquor. He placed it carefully on the table, sliding it toward Ryl.

      “For you to share with those whose bonds can be labeled as friendship,” the sub-master said profoundly.

      “Thank you, sir,” Ryl said with genuine appreciation at the unexpected gift. He hastily put the bottle in his pack, closing it quickly.

      “Through inaction or deed, I have wronged you in more ways that I can count,” Millis said, his voice heavy with emotion. “I ask not for your forgiveness, through my own complacency or duty I've set my course.”

      The sub-master poured himself another small glass, offering more to Ryl although his glass wasn't yet empty.

      “If there comes a day when the opportunity arises, judge not the world for the actions here,” Millis continued. “I have to believe there is still good left in the world. To that, let us drink.”

      They finished their glasses in silence, both lost in thought. The quiet clink of Ryl’s empty glass hitting the table broke the momentary repose in the room.

      “Well, I best be getting you back to your friends before they start to worry,” the sub-master said, standing slowly.

      “Thank you, sir, for all you've said and done,” Ryl responded honestly.

      The sub-master accompanied Ryl back out of the officer’s quarters. The shadows had stretched out far since he'd entered. The square was now virtually deserted as most had sought the relative comfort from the persistent mist that swirled around the base of the waterfall. Millis’ voice took on its official tone once they left the safety of his office.

      “Your assignments over the next few weeks will continue,” Millis stated. “They'll be light but, unfortunately, I can no longer let you work unsupervised in the orchard. If there are any that you'd prefer in the village, let me know.”

      “I understand, sir,” Ryl said. He figured now was as good a time as any to try his luck. “Maybe you could assign someone to help fill the gaps in the common house wall, or build a berm to stop the house from flooding with every rain.”

      “I'll see what I can do,” Millis replied. His eyes met Ryl's for a moment. They were conflicted, a sense of duty locked in a moral struggle over doing what was right. With a nod of his head, Millis turned and made his way back into his quarters.

      Within the last few moons, his world had been twisted, turned upside down, only to be contorted again. Ryl struggled to keep his head straight. As it turned out, the sentiment of the lone unknown guard who’d come to his aid on several occasions wasn't as rare as he had once believed. Had the spark of change already taken to flame?

      Daydreams of the potential changes in the wind occupied his mind as he made his way back into the common house. The majority of the tributes currently housed in Tabenville were in the common room on the main floor when Ryl entered. The water on the floor had receded slightly from its highest point, yet still covered nearly a quarter of the usable area. The glowing reflection from the small fire on the water cast a shimmering display of lights on the ceiling and walls.

      Luan and the twins were waiting for him as he entered the hall. The conversation ceased, leaving the room in an uncomfortable silence.

      “What’s happening, Ryl?” Luan asked the question all those attending had been wondering.

      Ryl surveyed the room, making eye contact with most of the tributes as they waited in anxious suspense for his reply.

      “Seems there was an incident on the road through the Erlyn today.” Ryl raised his voice, announcing to all those gathered. “I’m sure some of you have seen the bandaged guard they were dragging through the square. Looks like the Erlyn was looking out for us, hit the unlucky fool with a falling branch.”

      There was a scattered mix of muted laughter from the crowd at the plight of the guard.

      “In the process, the rider lost the whole of this week’s treatment in the river,” Ryl continued.

      There was a collective gasp from those assembled. Questions flowed from multiple mouths making for an incoherent mix of sounds. The tributes shouted over one another as they attempted to get their questions answered first. Ryl held his hands up quickly silencing the crowd.

      “A rider’s already been dispatched to retrieve more treatments from Cadsae,” Ryl explained, smiling at his next statement. “Our gracious sub-master’s suspended all assignments until it arrives, most likely the day after tomorrow.”

      There were cheers from the assembled crowd. Not often did the tributes have a cause for celebration, being granted two days off from labor was one such reason. Ryl let the cheers die down before finishing relaying the message.

      “Apparently, they keep a small reserve supply of treatment available for emergencies,” Ryl stated. “Anyone feeling any symptoms of the sickness are to see the guards immediately.”

      With that he offered an exaggerated bow before walking with Luan and his friends to a table against the far wall. The group sat together eating a meager dinner of dried rations and stale bread. Ryl was quiet, contemplative as the conversation carried on around him.

      “Ryl, why do I feel like there’s more you’re not telling us,” Luan said quietly, interrupting his thoughts.

      Ryl looked at his three friends gathered around him. All of them wore similar worried expressions written across their faces.

      “There is,” Ryl responded quietly with a sigh. “This is not the place for the conversation though, I’m afraid. Give me a few minutes, then meet me in my room.”

      The three nodded their heads in unison.

      Ryl rose from the table, placing his hand on Tash’s shoulder as he passed.

      “And bring three cups,” he said with a wink.

      Ryl closed the door to his room, hastily opening his pack and carefully removing the contents. Resting the bottle gently on the head of his bed, he unfolded the cloak, admiring the simplistic beauty in the design and fabric. There were two pockets stitched into the interior, one on either side. Each was closed securely with a clasp. Both pockets were empty. Ryl made quick work of transferring the stolen treatments into one, closing it tightly before refolding the garment and hiding it inside the small gap between the boards of the pallet he called his bed.

      This was as safe a hiding place as any at the moment with theft among the fellow tributes virtually unheard of. Ryl was still nervous not having the treatments closer at hand. The risk of carrying them in his pack on a daily basis was too great. He would have to find a more effective solution.

      There was a quiet knock on the door. Ryl opened it, letting in Tash, Palon and Luan, closing the door behind them. He moved across the room, taking a seat at the head of the bed, while Luan sat near the foot. Tash sat down against the wall across from him while Palon remained standing, leaning against the wall by the door.

      Ryl grabbed the bottle from his bed, popping the stopper, letting the amber liquid breathe.

      “Libations courtesy of the sub-master.” Ryl offered the twins each a cup, which they both obliged before pouring a cup for himself. He offered the bottle to Luan, who politely shook her head.

      “Ryl, a gift from the sub-master, what's going on?” Luan's voice cracked as she spoke. She placed her hand on Ryl's arm.

      Ryl stared down at a dark-colored knot in the worn floorboards underneath his feet. He was hesitant to break the news to his friends.

      “Mender Jeffers finished with the tests,” Ryl spoke quietly, pausing to compose himself before continuing. “I'm living on borrowed time now. I leave with this season's Harvest.”
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      Word of Ryl’s departure spread quickly throughout Tabenville. Each tribute in turn had come to pay their respects and the added attention made him uncomfortable. He dreaded having to say farewell to the rest of his friends when they finally returned to Cadsae at the end of the following week nearly as much as the uncertainty of his Harvest.

      The tributes had become like a family to him. Having each lost their biological families in one tragic way or another, they had become siblings in a sense, bonded through the caustic family of hardship. They provided each other with unconditional support and understanding. Every Harvest was another cause to mourn a new set of loved ones passing on from their lives.

      The rider arrived with the treatments late the following night. As none of the tributes had yet to complain of any symptoms, sub-master Millis opted to postpone giving them until the next morning. Work would start again in Tabenville.

      Ryl was assigned to assist with the harvesting of the late-growing lettuce in the fields that bordered the Erlyn. Although he’d been allowed free rein to carry out his work around the village, he was sure that there would be eyes closely watching his movements. He strived to carry out his daily tasks with an uninhibited sense of normalcy.

      The following day dawned grey and dismal. The torrential rain held off, but the heavily laden air was clouded with a light fog and dropped a consistent thick drizzle. From the plot he worked, nearest the entrance to the Erlyn, the statue of Taben the Defender had completely vanished in the mist. The morning also brought the first of the wagons from Cadsae, bound to collect the harvested crops that had accumulated in the storehouse.

      Ryl looked up from his work, wiping the wet hair away from his eyes. He was soaked from head to toe, the lashings that held his splint had stretched with the added moisture. Ryl found himself retying them frequently. He gathered the vegetables he’d harvested in his bucket, walking slowly across the soggy ground toward the cart that was positioned just off the side of the road at the end of the field he was working.

      He dumped the bucket into the cart, shaking it to remove the final vegetable that was stuck to the mud in the bottom. He rested his foot on the wheel of the wagon using his knee to support his left arm as he worked to tighten the straps on his splint again. Looking up, he was surprised to see a pair of tributes exiting from the Erlyn a short distance away.

      It was unusual to see tributes returning from work assignments outside of the village this early in the day. The pair walked with purpose, side by side, silently, with heads lowered to the ground. Ryl couldn’t make out their faces through the fog, and neither raised their heads or acknowledged him as he greeted them. Ryl went back to work as the pair moved into the field across the road from his.

      Next load in hand, Ryl was slowly returning to the cart when the sound of horses signaled the approach of another transport. Like the others before it, two large horses pulled a single driver and a large flat wagon. He had nearly reached the cart when the horses and driver passed him by. The driver looked down at him, his eyes growing wide. A look of recognition flashed across his face before he spurred his horses on faster than the conditions should allow.

      Ryl looked around to see if any of the tributes had witnessed the strange behavior from the driver. The look he had on his face wasn’t one of sheer hatred like he’d expected from the guards outside of Tabenville, but one of nervous apprehension. The pair of tributes that had arrived a short time earlier began making their way across the opposite field on a path toward his location. One of the pair was waving in greeting. Ryl paused at the cart, waiting for their arrival. It was strange that neither of them were carrying any crops.

      There was a shout from the road in the direction of the village. Ryl turned to see what had caused the commotion. The driver of the last carriage had misjudged the side of the road, sinking both wheels on one side into the soft plowed earth of the field that bordered the road just past the stable. Through the fog, he could only make out the dark shapes of the guards as they hurried to help the stuck driver.

      As if on cue, the pair of tributes heading his direction, who were just on the opposite side of the road, surged forward. Before Ryl could react, they had grabbed him from either side, dragging him toward the mouth of the Erlyn only a few paces away. A sharp point dug into his back.

      “Struggle or scream and we’ll slit your throat right here, herd.” The gruff voice came from the guard on his right. Within moments, the three of them had disappeared into the shadowed mouth of the Erlyn.

      “Take him up around this bend where the river meets the road there. We can drown him there. Master needs it to look like an accident,” the guard to his left reminded his partner.

      Ryl started to struggle, frantically digging his feet into the ground. The pair only tightened their grips as they dragged him along.

      “Gotta say, you made it easy on us, just standing there by the road like that,” the second guard laughed. “You made an enemy of the wrong man, herd.”

      The guard to his right had one hand twisted in the shoulder of Ryl’s soaking shirt, the other pressing the knife into his side. The guard to his left had one hand on the back of his neck, the other controlling his arm; as Ryl struggled his grip moved down onto his splint. Ryl squealed in mock pain, causing the sadistic guard to grin as he tightened his grip on the splint in an attempt to instill additional pain.

      The loosened straps slid slightly on Ryl’s arm.

      Using the slipping straps to his advantage, Ryl yanked his left arm back, curling it toward his body as it pulled free from the splint. At the same time, he dropped his body into a crouch, throwing his head down and to the left. The guard’s fingernails gouged into the back of his neck as he lost his grip on Ryl’s slickened skin.

      Carrying the momentum from the sudden motion of his head and arm, he spun his crouched body to the left, pivoting on the ball of his foot. He twisted quickly on the slippery earth. The guard to the right lost his single handhold on Ryl’s shirt, stumbling forward a few meters down the road. Ryl heard the hiss of the blade as it passed just above his head.

      He continued the spin as he made a full rotation. His right foot drew a light circle in the earth as it traced his path. The knife-wielding guard had recovered from his stumble, turning back toward him, face locked in a snarl of pure, hateful rage. His knife was held out wide as he regained his balance.

      Ryl leaned slightly forward toward the guard as his body completed the full circuit. His right foot connected its traced circle at its origin. He slammed the heel of his left foot into the ground arresting his spin, while the toe of his right bit into the road gaining purchase. His legs were coiled like springs, his weight focused down the road toward the approaching guard.

      He exploded forward, both legs firing simultaneously, launching himself into the air. Ryl’s upper body twisted so that his left shoulder pointed directly at the guard, his left elbow leading the way. His right arm trailed behind him, hand balled into a tight fist, his mind focused as the woodskin solidified on his hand. Once airborne, he threw his leading elbow to the left, torqueing his shoulders with it. His right arm curled close to his body before shooting forward with lightning speed, amplified by the momentum of his upper body.

      The guard was unprepared for the pace of Ryl’s counterattack. His left hand with the knife was still moving backward from his side as he primed himself for a lethal strike.

      The guard had just begun swinging his arm forward as Ryl’s fist made contact with his face. The two objects moving in opposite directions collided with a terrifying force. The sickening sound of crunching bone echoed through the forest.

      Blood exploded from the guard’s face. His legs continued moving forward while his head froze in its place. He landed on the ground in a heap. Motionless. The knife flipped in the air, falling harmlessly to the dirt.

      Before Ryl could turn back around, the second guard, still holding the pieces of his splint, tackled him. He crashed into Ryl's left side, lifting him in the air before the two slammed into the wet ground. They came skidding to a rest near the bank of the river.

      The weight of the older, stronger and heavier man landing on him knocked the air out of his lungs. Ryl gasped for breath as the guard rolled on top of him. He frantically focused on forming a protective layer of woodskin on his face as the guard’s fist hammered into the side of his head.

      The blow sent him reeling. It took every ounce of concentration to maintain even the slightest level of protection as the second blow struck in the same location. Ryl's vision spun, his ears rang, his head rolled from side to side as he tried to regain his focus.

      The guard on top of him still had one of the supports from his splint, a single member of the Leaves in his hand. He pushed the blunt end down hard on Ryl’s sternum, finding the pressure point, sending uncontrollable pain coursing through his chest.

      Ryl flailed his arms frantically at the guard. His feeble attempts were swatted away with ease by the older, stronger, more experienced fighter. Ryl’s situation was hopeless. The guard knew he had him completely within his control.

      “Dem. Dem. Do you hear me?” The guard screamed at his partner. “Damnit, Dem, answer me.”

      The fallen guard, Dem, lay still. The pool of blood steadily grew in the dirt around what was left of his face.

      The guard on top of Ryl growled, leaning his chest on the weapon pinning Ryl to the ground. The pain was intense. He choked as he gasped for air. The guard brought his face down inches from Ryl's

      “Damn you, herd,” the guard growled. “I wish you and your cursed kind were never born. I'm gonna enjoy watching you suffer before you die.”

      Ryl's arms slapped at the guard feebly as the pain continued to tear through his body. Using every ounce of energy and focus he could muster, he gathered control of his right arm long enough for one last swing.

      He swung at the guard’s face, hitting him lightly on the cheek. Ryl tried clawing for his eyes but his hand slid down off his jaw.

      His situation was hopeless.

      As his hand fell back toward the ground his palm struck the wooden shaft of the Leaves that pinned him to the ground.

      His fingers closed instinctively around the worn handle.

      With a brilliant green flash, the shimmering blade flared into existence, exploding through the guard’s back with a shower of blood and fragments of bone; the guard’s body jerked upright, involuntarily sitting back on his heels. The blade made a wet sucking sound as Ryl ripped it from his chest, instant relief from the weight and pain upon his body rushing through his system. Ryl rolled to his left side, sliding himself out from under the guard, narrowly avoiding the waterfall of blood that spilled from the gaping wound in the man’s chest.

      Ryl staggered to his feet, shimmering blade in hand, with his back to the wavering guard. Each gurgling breath behind him sounded more wet and ragged. He closed his eyes, flicking his arm and the green blade out at the sound. The noise of breathing ceased. There was a light thump, the splash of liquid on the ground, followed immediately by a solid slap as the remainder of the guard’s body crashed to the road.

      He dropped the weapon, the blade fading instantly as its connection was severed with his hand. Ryl looked over his shoulder with disgust at the headless remains of the guard behind him. Turning his head slowly to the front, his eyes rested on the first guard, his face unrecognizable. His stomach churned, he fell to his knees vomiting a caustic mixture of bile and the meager remains of his earlier meal.

      He rolled back on his heels. For a moment, he kneeled there in shock at what had happened. His breaths came fast and shallow. What had he done? His actions had killed before, yet he’d never taken a life with his own hands. The feeling was sickening. He shuddered, disgusted at himself for what he’d done, for what he’d become.

      The feeling was replaced with the realization that a wagon could pass by at any moment. Ryl jumped to his feet, hesitant to begin the task ahead. With little effort, he opened a path into the Erlyn. Starting with the headless remains of the guard, he grabbed the arms, pulling the body toward the woods. His legs slipped on the wet road, now slick with blood. He dragged the first body into the wooded path, quickly returning for the second. He vomited again as he returned for the head, lifting it by the hair. Its lifeless eyes followed him as he deposited it in the woods.

      He closed the path. Their bodies would never be found. They would disintegrate into the soil, leaving no trace of their existence.

      Ryl quickly collected the Leaves, the scattered remains of his splint and the guard’s knife before heading to the bank of the river. He looked down at his ragged clothing; blood spatter dotted his shirt and pants. He gingerly touched the left side of his head and his hand came back colored in crimson. A gash oozed warm blood down his face staining the collar of his shirt.

      He plunged into the shallow, icy waters of the river. The cold water was a sobering shock to his system. He scrubbed at himself, frantically trying to remove any trace of blood from his clothing. Ryl was shivering when he emerged. His skin was clean, but many of the splattered traces remained on his clothing. His hands fumbled as they worked to lash the splint back to his arm. Not knowing where else to hide it, he tucked the small knife away against the bottom of his arm, hidden by the splint.

      Ryl stood looking at the chaos of the road. Even through the gloom of the forest, no one would miss the two large pools of blood and drag marks leading into the forest. Walking a few paces toward the exit, he connected with the Erlyn. Pleading for help, he issued another command.

      The branches high above shuddered and bowed inward, opening a gap to the sky above. Rain, along with the accumulation of water on the leaves and branches, poured down from above as the trees shook off the moisture. A momentary waterfall splashed down onto the road erasing the crimson drag marks, carrying the majority of blood and gore into the river.

      Ryl ended his connection. Again his body was spent. He stumbled, catching himself against a tree. There was no time to recover or delay. He staggered his way to the end of the forest path walking as nonchalantly as possible back to his assigned field.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 41

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The chill had seeped into his bones now, and his movements were sluggish, requiring more energy to complete. The steady drizzle had not let up, though the fog had cleared, slightly improving visibility. Portions of the great statue towering over the village of Tabenville materialized in and out of view as the swirling winds forced the rain and mist through the air.

      Ryl dropped one last vegetable into his bucket, slowly making his way over the soggy earth, watching every footfall to avoid slipping. He was a good five paces from the cart when the wet thump of horses’ hooves on the road froze him in place.

      The wagon was nearly alongside his cart when he and the driver’s eyes met. Ryl recognized him immediately from earlier in the day, the reckless driver who'd stuck his wagon in the mud.

      The situation replayed in his mind. The guards that had attacked him had started moving toward him, had waved to him, as soon as the wagon passed. The look of recognition in the driver’s eyes when he first saw Ryl. The perfectly-timed attack after the wagon got stuck, the driver beckoning for help. Was it just coincidence, or were the driver and wagon the diversion?

      As if he’d spoken the question aloud, the driver's eyes again went wide. This time, shock and horror were written across his face. He whipped his head to the right and left searching for his companions. Discovering they were nowhere to be found, yet Ryl still remained, his face went as white as a ghost as their eyes met for the second time.

      Ryl had his answer.

      Ryl squinted his eyes in anger as the blood inside his veins heated. Without breaking eye contact, Ryl reached into his splint, retrieving the dagger dropped by the guard. In one fluid motion, he flipped it in his right hand, catching it carefully by the blade and launching it end over end at the driver.

      The driver nearly toppled from the wagon as the blade bit deep into the wood to the side of his leg, its handle wobbling quickly back and forth. Ryl winked at the driver, crossing his arms defiantly. The raw fury that burned in his eyes was terrifying. The driver urged his beasts on to a reckless speed, casting nervous glances back over his shoulder as he disappeared into the woods.

      Ryl felt the chill creep back in as the fire in his veins subsided. He pulsed his hands into and out of fists, blowing on them for warmth. He hefted the laden bucket, continuing to the cart at the end of the field.

      As the day wore on, Ryl became more concerned over the state of his blood-splattered clothes. He covered the spatter as best he could by rubbing his muddy hands over his soaking clothes.

      Ryl was overjoyed when the day’s labor finally came to a close. Chilled to the core, he kept his head down as he crossed the plaza heading directly for the common house. Sub-master Millis was in conversation with a group of guards outside the barracks. He stopped mid-sentence, his mouth hanging open at the sight of Ryl.

      A tiny trickle of blood leaked from his forehead where the guard had struck him. He was sure it would bruise by morning. He was soaked to the bone, his light clothing weighed down by the water and mud used to disguise the traces of blood.

      “Oh my, Ryl. What happened to you now?” sub-master Millis gaped.

      The guards accompanying him turned to view the spectacle. One guard couldn't help stifle a laugh at Ryl's appearance, immediately wiping the smile off his face when the stern look from the sub-master landed on him.

      “I slipped in the mud, sir,” Ryl said with a smile. “Must've hit my head on a rock. It's ok, just a scratch. I was clumsy.” He touched his hand gingerly to his head, wiping off the blood that remained onto his pant leg.

      “Slipped? Clumsy, you say?” Millis repeated skeptically. His head cocked somewhat to the side, his eyes squinted slightly, observing Ryl with a curious, penetrating gaze.

      “Corporal, please go issue this tribute a clean set of clothes,” Millis ordered, without taking his eyes off Ryl. His look showed an understanding that there were clearly some parts of the story that were being omitted.

      “Yes, sir,” the corporal answered with a salute.

      As the corporal turned in the direction of the storehouse, an idea flashed into Ryl’s head. A potential solution to an unresolved problem that had plagued him.

      “Sir. My arm has been hurting again since I fell,” Ryl said, sending out a feeling of genuine sincerity. “These straps are stretched and loose, could I also have a small section of fabric to help reinforce the splint?”

      The sub-master regarded him suspiciously for an extended moment before shrugging his shoulders.

      “I can't see any harm in that,” Millis sighed. “Corporal, see that our clumsy tribute has what he needs.”

      The sub-master sent them away with a wave of his hand, returning to the conversation he had left. Ryl followed the guard, satisfied with his victory.

      With clean clothes and the extra scraps of fabric in hand, Ryl moved quickly back toward the common house. Sidelong looks and laughter greeted Ryl as he strolled through the main area, heading directly up the stairs to his room. He deposited the clean garments on his pallet before heading out around the back of the building to wash himself off in the frigid waters of the stream.

      He cupped his hands, collecting the clean water, splashing it on his face. He scoured his face with his hands, a brownish mixture of dirt and blood dripping back into the water. Was it all his blood? A wave of nausea punched into him as he remembered the events of earlier. The headless body, the faceless guard laying still on the road. He recalled the feeling of the bones crushing beneath his hands. His stomach had been empty for hours. He spat out the yellow bile that again forced its way up, stinging his throat and mouth.

      What could he have done differently? There would have been no reasoning with them. What they represented was the dangerous epitome of society’s flaws. Generations upon generations had been forced to believe in a fallacy, that the phrenic society, one that was based in the peaceful sharing of knowledge, the creation of wonders, was a threat.

      Gluttonous thirst for power and greed had propelled the elite few to propagate the lie. Thousands of tributes would die, families would be torn apart, children tortured, yet that cost to them was inconsequential. In the end, they would have their blessed elixir. They would have the power they coveted. They would outlast the rest.

      Ryl slammed his fist into the ground. What could he do? A single tribute betrayed by the world, locked away in a pen, forced to physically serve the masters he would eventually serve with his blood. His mind was made up. He would fight with every ounce of his being until his last breath.

      He embraced the possibility of the future he had been so skeptical of since talking with Da'agryn.

      He would be the catalyst.

      With added resolve, he finished scrubbing the grime and blood from his skin. He had work to do and only a few days left to do it.
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      The next morning dawned with clear skies over Tabenville. The ever-present mist from the waterfall was a relief compared to the rain that had fallen on the isolated village over the last several days.

      Ryl stifled another yawn as he set out from the common house. Returning at the end of the long day yesterday, he’d finished his meal quickly, avoiding all questions about the growing bruise on the left side of his face. Luck was on his side as he found that Luan had a needle and thread he could borrow, retiring to his room early for the night. He’d worked late into the night reconstructing his splint until exhaustion finally took its toll. His modified splint wasn’t yet complete, so he was forced to stick with the simple arrangement in the meantime.

      The sound of a horse-drawn carriage sent a momentary shiver down his spine. Even if the driver had pushed his horses and fully-laden carriage hard throughout the night toward Cadsae, there was no way a second set of assassins could have reached Tabenville already. The village would be shuttered and vacated in the coming days. The Harvest was in ten days’ time, four of which would be spent traveling as the tributes made the long, slow trip back to Cadsae for the Harvest and short winter moons. The storehouse would most likely be emptied within the next day, so the influx of new faces would soon cease. Ryl would still have to keep his guard up at all times.

      Sub-master Millis was standing outside the gate to the officer’s quarters, as was his norm. He hailed Ryl as he approached.

      “How’s the arm feeling this morning?” the sub-master asked politely.

      “It’s sore still,” Ryl said, rubbing his arm for effect. “I’ve yet to finish the new splint. Turns out my skills as a seamstress are poor at best.”

      The sub-master chuckled at the comment.

      “Not a surprise, seeing as how clumsy you are,” Millis said. Whether the feeling was warranted or not, Ryl had the sickening sensation that the sub-master was aware of more than he was letting on. The man was perceptive. Ryl guessed that his relative freedom to move about the village as well as working in close proximity to the Erlyn had come to an end.

      A guard trotted up the road from where the carriage had parked in front of the storeroom, saluting the sub-master.

      “Sir, it’s here,” the guard said.

      “Thank you,” Millis replied in his official tone. “Tribute, come with me.”

      Although they’d shared several conversations and drinks together, with few exceptions, the sub-master still referred to Ryl as tribute in situations. This didn’t surprise him, yet he felt a tinge of sadness at the informality. Hearing his name used by Captain Le’Dral, Millis or Mender Jeffers had made him feel alive as if, in at least their eyes, he was more than just another crop, still ripening for Harvest.

      Ryl followed the sub-master to where the carriage was waiting. The horse nickered as they passed. The wagons from Cadsae were typically empty, yet two large barrels occupied the back along with several bales of hay.

      “Lime powder and hay,” Millis said, pointing to the contents. “This is the most I could requisition on short notice. It should be enough to seal most of the cracks. I'm afraid building a barrier to keep the swelling river out will have to wait until next season. The water is still too high.”

      Ryl was astonished. The sub-master had surprised him again, coming through on what Ryl had written off as idle chatter.

      “Thank you, sir,” Ryl said graciously.

      “You're welcome,” Millis said with a smile. “I’m pulling you from your assignment in the fields. You'll be sealing the common house until we leave for Cadsae. Hopefully, you'll be able to avoid any more accidents there.”

      Sub-master Millis ordered a pair of guards to assist with unloading the wagon in front of the common house before returning to his position outside the gate to the officer’s quarters. The guards, along with the help of Ryl and the twins who'd just happened to be exiting the common house, unloaded the supplies to the side of the door.

      The significance of the favor from the sub-master was profound. Although Ryl would not be able to personally enjoy the benefits for long, the quality of life for the tributes in Tabenville had just improved dramatically.

      Ryl launched himself enthusiastically into the work. For the first time since arriving in The Stocks, he was working on a project that solely benefited the tributes. Comfort and respite from the permanent mist that hung in the air over Tabenville would be welcome relief.

      There was undoubtedly a convenient ulterior motive for the sub-master’s actions. Ryl was convinced Millis couldn’t have known about the situation that had unfolded with the master’s assassins inside the Erlyn. The open animosity toward Ryl and the foolhardy nature of the master was common knowledge and a genuine cause for concern. As the only tribute in Tabenville to be made ready for this cycle’s Harvest, he was important. Ryl couldn’t imagine the repercussions of losing a tribute so close to their Harvest.

      It took Ryl three days to finish sealing the common house. Every moment he spent outside the walls of the house, he could feel the eyes of the guards watching him. He was sure that, at this point, the sub-master had a guard detail assigned to follow his every motion.

      The last of the wagons from Cadsae departed the following morning carrying with it the remaining crops from the storehouse. Normally, the emptying of the storehouse would have heralded the conclusion of work assignments in Tabenville; the tributes would have been packed up and marched under guard back to Cadsae, a trek that would span the course of four days. Millis had made the decision that this cycle, owing to the volatile relationship between him and the master and the undue risk to Ryl, they would remain in Tabenville, leaving at a point that would see their arrival in Cadsae the day prior to the Harvest.

      The tributes were given the balance of the next two days to spend at their leisure, as long as they remained within the confines of the village. With the exception of taking the vile weekly treatment, the tributes were left to their own devices. The sentries posted at both entrances to the Erlyn were bolstered for the remainder of their stay.

      With every passing moment, Ryl’s anxiety swelled. There was no freedom for a tribute outside The Stocks. He knew the disturbing truth of what life after the Harvest had in store for him. There was no life for a tribute outside The Stocks, only more suffering and pain.

      The constant attention from his fellow tributes did nothing to allay his fraying nerves. The family he had come to know had desired to fill every moment of his time with company and support. Ryl felt as if his passing was being mourned prematurely, as if he were a spectator at his own memorial.

      Luan and the twins were far and away his closest three friends in the small village and the group had grown virtually inseparable. They were his steadfast companions through his last days in Tabenville, all doing their best to maintain a sliver of normalcy despite the situation.

      In his spare moments between being doted on by the other tributes, Ryl had found it difficult to work on improving his splint. He finally finished modifying the design the eve of their departure from the small village that had been his final home in The Stocks.

      The length of fabric, so generously provided by the guards, had been folded over on both ends making a slot barely wide enough to slide each of the Leaves into. He’d closed the end closest to his elbow, leaving the fabric short enough so that they extended out an inch on the side nearest his hand. Ryl practiced pulling each of the Leaves out until he was confident they wouldn’t get stuck if he needed them in an emergency.

      Alongside each of the Leaves, hidden on the inside of the fabric, he’d created two narrow pockets that ran almost the length of the splint. He split the treatment into two even piles filling each of the rows before sewing the compartments closed. He added several loops in two rows to the exterior of the splint, through which he threaded strips of fabric, allowing him to tie the splint quickly and securely to his arm.

      Ryl held up the splint, turning it over in his hands inspecting his handiwork. He was proud of the design and the results. He felt as if his left arm had healed sufficiently. He hoped his ruse would be convincing enough.
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      The morning of their departure from Tabenville arrived at last. Ryl stretched his arms above his head before rubbing his eyes and rolling out of bed. His fractured sleep had been plagued by the same nightmares that had haunted him since his recent encounter with the master.

      Packing to leave was a trivial matter. Aside from the clothes he currently wore, the whole of his worldly possessions consisted of a small pack, the splint containing the Leaves and hidden treatments, the ancient phrenic cloak, and the remainder of the bottle of Milstead Rye. In the standing of any tribute, these possessions would make him as wealthy as a king.

      He looked around the tiny room that he'd called his own with regret. As awful as the conditions were, once he left today, he would never step foot in this common house again.

      A quiet knock at the door broke his silent rumination. He opened it to find Luan standing there, hands clasped together in front of her, eyes red from recently shed tears. She launched herself forward, wrapping her arms around Ryl, squeezing him with all her might.

      “I can’t believe this is happening,” she managed to struggle out between her sobs and tears. “You can't be leaving.”

      Ryl held her close, doing his best to console her as the tears continued to stream from her eyes. He didn't have the words to say. There were no words he could muster to convince her of all people that everything was going to be all right.

      She was mourning the upcoming loss of one of her closest friends. Ryl choked back tears of his own, as the realization of his own situation set in. For the second time in his short life, he would have to cope with the crushing loss of being torn away from everyone and everything he had ever known.

      Ryl was keenly aware and sympathetic of her plight. She carried inside her the unplanned offspring of an unknown guard. Her belly was growing day by day, the loose fitting clothing could only cover so much. It was only a matter of time before the guards took note.

      “Never give up hope, Luan,” Ryl said, wiping the last remaining tear from her cheek. “Times are changing, I can feel it. Did you ever think that a sub-master would have granted us leave to enjoy time off from assignments? How long have the walls of this common house needed repair? I have to believe there is still more kindness and compassion in the world, it’s just been afraid to show its face until now.”

      Luan looked up at him, a small smile tugging up on the corners of her lips.

      “And you’ve been that change, Ryl,” she said softly. “I pray that once you’re gone everything won’t go back to the way it was before.”

      Ryl shook his head, opening his mouth to speak, but Luan cut him off.

      “It’s not fair of me to put my worry on you at a time like this. I’m sorry, Ryl,” she groaned, pushing herself back from him, adjusting the front of her dress so that the fabric didn’t lay taut across her growing belly. “We had best hurry, wouldn’t want to be left behind now, would we?”

      Yes, actually we would, Ryl thought as he followed her down the stairs to the main floor. There were a few tributes still milling around the room. The twins were waiting for them by the door.

      “I’m ready to say goodbye to this dreary place,” Tash said with his typical jovial smile. “It’ll be a nice change to get away from the mist for a while. Almost forgot what it was like to be dry.”

      “Don’t forget about the noise,” Ryl added as he laughed at the quip. “A little silence will be nice.”

      Ryl spread his arms out, placing one on Luan’s back, the other on Tash’s shoulder.

      “Would have been much worse without the good company to get me through it.” Ryl met the eyes of his three friends in turn. “Well, let’s get going.”

      Outside, the square bustled with activity as guards and tributes formed up readying for the long march. The guards had assembled themselves in a semicircle blocking the road leading from the city. Their line curled along the sides of the small plaza, penning the group of tributes between them and the common house. Forty guards, five mounted including the sub-master, and thirty-two tributes all stood waiting for the orders to move.

      Sub-master Millis was standing in his usual spot by the fence to the officer’s quarters, holding the reins of a large dappled mare. He handed the reins to the closest guard, stepping through the formation, crossing a few paces closer to the massed tributes.

      “Listen up,” sub-master Millis announced, his official voice projecting over the din of the crowd and roar of the waterfall. “We have a long march ahead of us. We aim to arrive in Cadsae no sooner than midday on the day before the Harvest. That leaves four long days of walking. Tributes, you’ll walk in pairs of two. Do your best to stay in formation. We’ll break at midday.”

      Millis turned, walking back through the line of soldiers, mounting his horse with ease.

      “Move out,” Millis’ voice boomed over all those assembled.

      With practiced precision, the center of the guards’ formation broke, fanning out to both sides of the road. The guards lining the sides of the square began closing in on the tributes, squeezing them into an unorganized pairings as they moved down the road. As the tributes shuffled forward, the guards marched alongside meeting them stride for stride.

      The disorganized chaos of the tributes’ march quickly fell into step. Two of the mounted guards took the lead, while the sub-master and the others took up their positions at the rear of the train. Millis’ eyes found Ryl’s as he slowly trotted past; the sub-master nodded his head slightly. Ryl chuckled to himself as he noted the extra two pairs of guards grouped around his location in the procession. The sub-master was clearly not taking any chances.

      The sluggish procession departed Tabenville, marching past the stables, past the fields. Ryl turned his head, looking back at the village one last time. He harbored a strange feeling of sadness as he observed the small habitation. Throughout the duration of his captivity in The Stocks, the thought of escape was never far from his head, yet now with his Harvest only days away, he found himself longing for more time. The ethereal form of Taben the Defender rising out of the mist followed him with his eyes as he crossed into the gloom of the Erlyn.

      Ryl nervously watched for any reaction from the guards as they approached the location on the road where he had fought with the master’s henchmen. The road appeared undisturbed, none of the guards showed any reaction although Ryl choked down the bile as an uncontrolled wave of nausea flowed through him. He could still see the scene as clearly as if it had just happened. He replayed every second of the attack in his mind. He relived the revulsion as he dragged the lifeless bodies into the woods.

      He gave weight to a thought that he’d repressed in his mind. At any point, he could slip into the Erlyn with ease, closing the path before anyone could react. From there, he could command the forest, picking off the guards one by one until not a soul lived to tell the tale. None would know where the thirty-two tributes from Tabenville had gone.

      The proposition was tempting, even more so now than ever before. How long could they remain safely hidden away? What would befall the rest of the tributes? Fear coursed through him at the thought of the long-lasting repercussions his decision could have. The Stocks would crawl with more guards than ever, or shut down entirely, forcing the fate of the tributes into solitary jail cells upon their discovery. In comparison, the relative freedom of their current penned in home was far more appealing.

      Before Ryl knew it, the slow journey through the forest neared its conclusion. The front ranks of the meager procession had only steps to take before crossing the threshold into the fields of The Stocks. Ignoring the danger, Ryl focused on sending a wave of emotions out to the forest. Sorrow, gratitude, love.

      Ryl staggered as he was caught off guard by the flood of raw emotion that poured back in return from the Erlyn. Tash, walking a pace behind, braced him as he stumbled, helping him right himself before falling silently back into line. He looked cautiously around, relieved to note that no one else had reacted to the feeling.

      A slight breeze blew through the trees from behind the procession, rustling the leaves as it passed. The wind carried with it the distant sound of a sorrow-filled wail that was audible to all. Heads turned in search of the source, eyes wide with a mix of intrigue and fear. Just as quickly as it had begun, the wind stopped and, with it, the wailing. The final tendrils of the noise carried a message Ryl heard clearly in his mind.

      Hope.

      The Erlyn fell silent once again.

      The dampness from the mists of Tabenville burned off quickly after they had left the shadow of the forest. The train of tributes flanked on both sides by their guards maintained their slow pace following the main road to the south. While the guards didn’t enforce silence, the group was quiet as they traveled. Ryl felt his anxiety growing with every step.

      The day progressed without incident. Before long, the group was setting up a makeshift camp under the stars. The tributes huddled around a large central fire, while the guards slept on the perimeter, patrolling the camp in shifts. Only the darkened shadows of the passing sentries could be seen moving at the outskirts of the fire’s light.

      After camping outside the first night, the sub-master’s plan would have them spend the next night at the Stillwater camp and the following at Thayers Rest, making Cadsae the following afternoon. Ryl would have the remainder of the day and evening to say his farewells. His Harvest would be the following morning.

      The cold, hard ground was as good a bed as any. The tributes huddled up together around the fire. Ryl and Luan were sandwiched between Tash and Palon as they squeezed in among the rest of their group, using their combined body heat for added warmth. Sleep seemed to find them all easily that night, all except Ryl. His eyes remained open, watching the clear night sky, listening to the quiet pops and crackle of the fire. The effects of the day’s walk helped to quiet his restless mind and he fell into a peaceful sleep.

      They broke camp and moved out shortly after daybreak the following morning. The pace lagged slightly from the day before, an effect of the long day’s march on the unaccustomed muscles of the tributes. Still, the group forged their way onward in repetitious silence following the lazily meandering river as it moved to the south.

      Shortly after resuming their march following a brief midday break, all were alerted to a disturbance on the road ahead. At the sound of horses moving with speed in their direction, the column was halted. Ryl could feel the tension pouring from the guards, their hands hovering close to their batons.

      Within moments, the approaching riders came into view, reining in their mounts at the sight of the column. The pair paused briefly in conversation with the lead of Ryl’s column. One of the guards accompanying the tributes pointed back in the direction of the sub-master before the newcomers slowly cantered up the side of the column. Sub-master Millis had made his way down to meet them, stopping just off to the side of Ryl’s position.

      Ryl watched the approaching riders as they moved up the column. Their eyes were in a state of constant motion as they scanned the faces of the tributes. Ryl met eyes with the first of the pair as he looked over the group. Recognition dawned in his eyes and he quickly looked away. His eyes no longer searched the faces of the tributes.

      The riders saluted the sub-master, explaining that they had been sent to round up any tributes that had been left afield. A likely excuse, if not for their behavior when they’d recognized Ryl. The exchange between guard and sub-master was over quickly. The pair saluted before spurring their horses up the road to the north.

      With a hushed word to the guard standing alongside Ryl, the sub-master ordered the column back into motion. A single mounted guard from the rear of the column broke from his position, walking his horse slowly northward in the direction of the recently departed riders.

      The column made better time after resuming their trek to the south. The hours passed along with the miles. Finally, the tired column rolled into the tiny Stillwater camp as the sun began its descent behind the western palisade. In Stillwater, the weary tributes had the luxury of sleeping indoors, although it would be cramped inside the small common house.

      Sub-master Millis approached Ryl as he neared the entrance to the building.

      “A word, if you please,” Millis called out, stopping Ryl before he entered. With a reassuring look toward his friends, he walked to the waiting sub-master.

      “Of course, sir,” Ryl responded pleasantly, following Millis into the small guard shack set in between the tributes’ lodge and the road.

      The guard shack was nothing more than a single room with windows on either side. Occupying the majority of the interior space were three sets of bunks. The small camp on the banks of Stillwater Lake rarely saw groups of this number, so the accommodations were sparse.

      “I know you were watching the riders today,” Millis stated quietly once the door had closed behind them.

      “Aye, sir,” Ryl replied.

      “Notice anything about them?” Millis asked.

      “Their eyes, sir,” Ryl stated immediately. Millis smiled, nodding his head.

      “That’s correct, Ryl,” the sub-master agreed. “They were searching for something, or should I say, searching for someone. Reckon they found that when they spotted you.” The sub-master paused letting the statement sink in.

      “I assume we haven’t seen the last of those two,” Millis continued. “I’m concerned that things may get tricky before we reach Cadsae. You are not to leave the common house unless I personally come to retrieve you. No guard of mine will come looking for you for any reason. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir,” Ryl replied.

      “From now on, you will be under constant watch from my guards,” sub-master Millis said reassuringly.

      “Different from the ones you’ve had watching me since Tabenville, sir?” Ryl inquired curiously. The corners of the sub-master’s lips curled slightly upward before he checked the reaction.

      “Perceptive as always, I see,” Millis laughed. “Yes, Ryl. I’m not taking any chances testing the master’s depravity. I’ll not face the executioner for his atrocities. If they’re reckless enough to try something, we’ll be ready. That’s all, Ryl. Stay safe.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Ryl replied as the sub-master ushered him back outside, ordering a guard to escort him back to the common house.

      Although nervous, Ryl felt encouraged. Beyond a shadow of a doubt, at the sub-master’s core, behind his indifferent exterior, dwelled a good man. He was no doubt fearful of the king’s retribution should tragedy befall a tribute on his watch, yet on a personal level, he also cared for the individuals under his charge.

      As they approached the door, the report of hoofbeats on the hard-packed road caused them to turn their heads. From the north, a pair of riders were approaching along the road. Each horse carried a small deer draped across its back. A celebratory cheer went up among the guards as the two newcomers paraded their kills to the small guard shack. Sub-master Millis stood at the door waiting their arrival.

      Within moments, a fire was being constructed and the deer were being hastily processed. All the cooking pots in the Stillwater camp were commandeered as the guards worked feverishly to prepare the evening's meal. It wasn’t often that the daily rations were supplemented with fresh meat. The small camp was abuzz with excitement. The air was soon laden with the mouthwatering scent of freshly stewed venison.

      The gift-bearing newcomers helped prepare the meal, even carried a pot into the cramped tribute’s quarters.

      The magnanimous sub-master accompanied the new guards as they delivered a small pot of the freshly prepared fare to the waiting tributes inside their dormitory. Millis meandered around the room in a seemingly random pattern, eyes scanning the tributes gathered there; the majority of which had hungrily followed the guards with the kettle to the tiny kitchen at the rear of the building.

      Watching the movements of the sub-master, Ryl had remained back from the group that followed in the wake of the food-bearing guards. The behavior was so unlike the typically regimented commander that it raised an alarm with Ryl. Always near his side, Luan and the twins had sensed his apprehension, remaining with him.

      As Millis approached, his scanning eyes locked on to Ryl’s.

      “Do not eat the stew,” Millis whispered loud enough for Ryl and his friends to hear. “Although I don’t think it can be stopped now, quietly spread the word once we leave.” With that, the sub-master continued his patrol through the small domicile, exiting with the guards that had delivered the meager portion.

      Ryl overheard tidbits of the conversation between the sub-master and the guards as they exited the boarding house. The pair of newcomers would be hastening their exit as they were already overdue in returning to Cadsae.

      Luan, Ryl and the twins shared worried glances before hurrying to stop any of the tributes that would listen, which were unsurprisingly few in number. The overwhelming temptation of a warm, freshly cooked meal was too great for the famished tributes.

      The abnormal, cryptic message from the sub-master had left Ryl and his friends baffled. They and the others who had refrained from eating the stew, watched with jealous eyes as the others who’d enjoyed the unexpected feast relaxed and readied their sleeping areas with bellies full. Ryl and friends had moved to the far side of the crowded room, setting up their spots just to the left of the door. He sat back, leaning his head against the wall.

      Pedlo, a tribute who Ryl primarily knew by face alone, approached four friends, a gloating smile stretching across his gaunt face.

      “Good thing, I didn’t listen to you,” he said, trying not to laugh. “Not a funny joke to plull … on sssomeone … wit an empty, with…”

      Pedlo’s body wavered as his words stumbled to a stop. He teetered back and forth, eyes rolling into the back of his head. Ryl shot to his feet as the tribute came crashing down to the ground. The unexpected force of the dead weight sent he and Ryl spilling into the twins, who’d scrambled to help slow their falls.

      Ryl rolled the man off him and onto his back. He watched the rhythmic rise and fall of his chest. He put his head close to Pedlo’s mouth and nose, feeling the steady pulse of air that came with every breath. Pedlo had the look of someone who had just fallen into a deep, peaceful sleep. From behind the group, a loud thud and a gasp as another tribute’s unconscious body fell to the floor.

      The door to the common house swung open. Ryl instinctively grasped at the Leaves sticking out of the rear of his splint. Sub-master Millis entered followed closely by another guard who closed the door quickly behind them. Ryl released his hold on the weapons.

      “Sir, I don’t know what’s happening, he just collapsed. Unconscious, I think,” Ryl rushed through the report. Two more tributes on the other side of the room fell to the floor. Several more were stumbling on their feet.

      “I know,” Millis said hurriedly. “The deer must have been drugged. I only allowed a few of the guards to eat before our visitors left to keep up the ruse. The guards that ate first are all fast asleep. I don’t have time to explain. We have to get you out of here now. One of the sentries reported movement to the east.”

      “But couldn’t it just be the tributes they were looking for, or animals, or other guards,” Luan interrupted, her voice quaking with fear.

      “If it was tributes or animals then there’ll be nothing to worry about,” Millis said quickly. “Guards in The Stocks don’t skulk around in the shadows at night. Ryl, I need you to take off your splint, put these on and come with me now.” The guard that had accompanied the sub-master unbuttoned his uniform shirt and removed his pants revealing the standard rough clothing of a tribute underneath. He tossed the garments to Ryl.

      Panic set in as Ryl reached for the splint on his arm. The guards looking for him would have surely noticed him wearing the brace. The disguise wouldn’t work with it. The thought of handing the Leaves and stolen treatment to Millis’ companion was a sickening proposal.

      “Now, Ryl, there isn’t time,” Millis hissed impatiently. There was another thud as another unconscious tribute fell to the floor.

      Ryl quickly removed the splint, handing it carefully to the guard, who began lashing it to his arm immediately. He hoped that the extra lining would prevent him from noticing the feel of the treatment hidden inside. He rushed to put on the new clothing.

      “Ryl, when we get out of here, you and I are going to walk as calmly as possible back into the guard shack,” sub-master Millis explained. “You will remain inside, no matter what happens. Understand?”

      “Sir, what about my friends? I can’t just leave them here,” Ryl tried to reason with the sub-master.

      “This isn’t the time to argue, Ryl.” Millis’ voice rose as did his anger. “This man’s name is Cavlin. He is one of the best, and a man I’d trust with my life. Your friends will be safer with him.” Ryl finished buttoning his shirt, tucking it in as quickly as possible.

      “We go. Now,” Millis said, grabbing Ryl by the arm and pulling him toward the door. “Remember, stay as calm as you can. Walk straight to the guard shack. I’ll be a step behind you.” Ryl took a deep breath, turning toward the door. Millis put his hand on his shoulder giving it a squeeze.

      “You can do this,” Millis said with a fatherly-like reassurance. “Now go.”
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      Ryl exited the common house with sub-master Millis on his heels. He focused on walking with the same confident swagger he’d seen from the guards day in and day out. He heard the steps of Millis crunch on the ground behind him.

      The roaring fire the guards had built earlier in the evening had burned low, the glowing orange embers illuminating the scene around it. Spread out around the fire lay the bodies of the guards that had accompanied the tributes from Tabenville. A few were still teetering clumsily on their feet as Ryl and the sub-master quickly made their way past. Ryl looked at the face of the closest guard laying on the ground. The man’s eyes tracked his movement as he and the sub-master made for the small cabin.

      They were almost to the guard shack when the sub-master stumbled behind him.

      “Remember, Ryl,” Millis whispered as he bumped into his back. “Stay inside until I call. I’ll be just outside.”

      Millis gave Ryl a gentle shove from behind as he collapsed to the ground at the door to the guard shack. Ryl stumbled uncontrollably toward the door, bracing himself for the impact. The door swung open at the last instant. Ryl’s body pitched forward only to be caught by two sets of strong arms inside the small barracks. The door closed slowly behind him, latching with an audible click.

      “We’ve got you,” one of the guards whispered as he helped Ryl back to his feet.

      A small candle burned in the far corner of the room, shedding its low light on a room that had been altered dramatically since earlier in the day. The three sets of bunks were pushed against the back wall, the room’s windows covered with thick fabric. There were six guards in the room in addition to Ryl. Two had taken up positions watching through slits in the fabric covering the windows. The other four were waiting on the opposite side of the inswing of the door. All had batons in hand.

      Ryl was shuffled to the back of the room.

      “Stay here,” the guard whispered, pointing to the bed. “Lights out.”

      He doused the candle’s flame between his thumb and pointer finger. The room was plunged into blackness.

      Time crept slowly by. Ryl’s eyes slowly adjusted to the darkness. He watched for the movements of the guards. All were statues as they stood their posts. The silence stretched on.

      Ryl worried about Luan. He worried about Tash and Palon. He worried about the other tributes in the common house. It was true that the master wanted him dead, but to what lengths would he go to see that task accomplished? Without a view of the outside, and nothing that he could do in the present situation to help, Ryl lay down on the bunk, staring up into the darkness.

      He shot up in the bed at the sound of the shout from outside.

      “Runners. Two. South, along the lake.” The first alarm, although distant, cut through the silence of the night.

      The camp exploded into motion. The second cry made Ryl’s heart skip a beat.

      “Fire,” the alarm came from much closer this time. “Get the tributes out. The common house is on fire.”

      The four guards closest to the door burst out into the night, heading for the common house. The remaining two moved just outside the doorway, eyes scanning the area for anything out of place.

      With the door ajar, Ryl had a clear view of the common house. Flames had engulfed the back wall, stretching high into the sky. A shower of sparks rained down, fading to black before they reached the ground. Ryl breathed a sigh of relief as he saw Luan was already out of the common house, the small pack containing her worldly possessions in hand, rushing to where sub-master Millis was calling to her. She hadn’t stopped moving before Millis sprinted past her toward the burning building.

      Tash was the next out the door, dragging the sleeping body of Pedlo. Millis wasted no time leaping over the unconscious man’s lower body into the burning common house. The tributes who had refrained from eating the stew emerged carrying what they could of their belongings. Some dragged other tributes between them. Palon was the last of the tributes out, dragging the sleeping body of another. He deposited the tribute immediately outside the door before rushing back in. Tash was close at his heels.

      Cavlin, still wearing Ryl's splint, was the next out the door. A tribute slung over one shoulder, he dragged another by his feet.

      “Please let me help,” Ryl begged the guards blocking him in the small shack.

      “No,” came the gruff reply from one of his protectors. “Sub-master gave the order that you stay inside, so you stay inside. They’ll get them out.” The guard’s eyes never turned from his post, continuously scanning the night.

      From the look of it, of the over forty guards that had accompanied the tributes from Tabenville only one shift of ten had been allowed to eat the drugged meal. These men lay where they fell, peacefully sleeping around the fire, blissfully oblivious to the chaos swirling around them.

      Of the remaining guards, nearly half were involved in extracting the tributes and anything salvageable from the common house. The others had either given chase after the two shadows seen fleeing along the side of the water, or had fanned out around the camp alert for any motion from without.

      The fire spread rapidly once it reached the roof of the common house. The dry thatching burned hot and fast, igniting the surrounding roofing, spreading quickly down to the walls. Smoke was pouring out of the top half of the door.

      Shirts pulled up covering their noses, Tash and Palon helped each other from the burning shell of a building, carrying a pile of tributes’ belongings in their hands. Sub-master Millis was the next out. He ran crouched as low as possible, a single pack thrown over his shoulder.

      “All clear,” Millis called out. “Get me a head count, now. Tributes first. Then see to any wounded.” He doubled over, coughing out a lungful of smoke that was visible from where Ryl stood. A guard moved to support him. Millis waved him off with a glare and a quick flick of his wrist.

      It only took a matter of moments for the head count of the tributes to be completed. All were accounted for, all were alive. Ryl looked at the sub-master with a newfound appreciation. His quick thinking and cunning had, perhaps, saved not only Ryl, but saved them all. He’d risked his life on numerous occasions rushing into the burning building; ensuring that every last tribute had escaped.

      The snapping of timber broke through the din of tributes and guards. The center of the common house folded inward, pulling down the rest of the roof, then walls with it. The common house had been reduced to a flaming pile of rubble, billowing thick smoke into the sky, blotting out the stars overhead.

      Millis moved back to the guard’s quarters where Ryl waited with the two remaining guards.

      “I'll take it from here,” the sub-master ordered his men. “I want the tributes moved to the other fire under full guard until we get this mess sorted out.” The pair saluted their commanding officer before rushing off following orders.

      “I believe this is yours,” Millis said, tossing Ryl the pack he was carrying. “Would have been a waste of good liquor.”

      The sub-master gave a wink, then a cough expelling another small cloud of smoke.

      “Thank you, sir,” Ryl said, still in shock at what had just occurred. “He would've killed us all.”

      Before he could respond, Cavlin appeared out of the darkness with another guard following close at his heels.

      “Sir,” Cavlin said with a quick salute. “We were lucky. Injuries are all mild. Scrapes and a few minor burns, nothing more.” Ryl was relieved to see that he was still wearing the splint he'd donned when they traded clothing.

      The second guard stepped forward, saluting before delivering his report.

      “Sir,” the guard said. “We’re missing one, Corporal Epes. He was on watch to the south, a party's out searching for him now. Everyone else is accounted for. No injuries.”

      “Thank you,” sub-master Millis said to his men. “I want to know what happened to Epes as soon as possible. Dismissed.” The second guard saluted before sprinting back toward the others, while Cavlin remained.

      “Time to end this masquerade,” Millis said to Ryl and the guard. “Let's get you changed and back with your friends.”

      Ryl and Cavlin entered the guard shack, quickly switching back into their proper attire. The guard handed the splint back once he'd redressed in his uniform.

      “Comfortable splint you made,” Cavlin said with a smile. “Feels like those sticks need some smoothing out though. Got a few lumps on the inside.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Ryl said nervously as he accepted the splint back from the guard. “Supplies were a bit limited. Had to work with what was available.” The guard nodded with a grunt, but said no more as the pair exited the shack and headed back to the group now positioned around the guards’ rekindled fire pit.

      Luan was the first to see Ryl when he reached the huddled mass of tributes. She threw herself into his arms, sobbing. The twins approached close behind.

      “Why’s this happening?,” Luan sobbed.

      “The master has it out for me,” Ryl admitted. “He went too far this time. Everyone here knows that, guards included. This was an attack on them as well. There’ll be a reckoning for this.”

      The fire eating away at the remains of the common house paled in comparison to the fire that had ignited within him.

      Luan shuddered and pulled away from him, slipping in between Tash and Palon.

      “That look in your eyes, Ryl, it terrifies me,” Luan said clearly shaken. “It’s the same look you had in your eyes before you confronted Osir. The same look you had before you almost died.”

      She started weeping again, finding solace in the arms of Tash.

      “I’m sorry for frightening you, Luan,” Ryl said sheepishly. “Harvest is in a matter of days. I’ll not do anything foolish before then.” She calmed slightly at his reassurance.

      Ryl was contrite for having lied to his friends. He sat down on the ground, pulling his knees toward his chest, wrapping his arms around them. Facing the fire the guards had reestablished, feeling the heat of the blaze on his face, his mind wandered to dark thoughts and devious plans.

      The master would pay for this. He would see to it.
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      Sleep came with frustration for Ryl and the remaining tributes who’d not been drugged. The traumatic events of the evening left them shaken, many spending the night watching for shadows on the outskirts of their small camp. Every snap of a twig or rustle of leaves sent a momentary jolt of panic through their fear-addled minds.

      The missing corporal had been found bloodied and unconscious, caught by surprise by the retreating arsonists. He’d slept peacefully, under close watch with the tributes and his fellow guards who were still unconscious as their bodies dealt with the effects of the drugs. He had awoken near morning, relaying his tale to the sub-master. Having seen the fire creeping up the rear of the common house, he’d begun running back to raise the alarm. So focused was he on the fire, he’d run straight into the pair of escaping guards who’d easily overpowered him in the dark. Sub-master Millis was irate. The normally placid man was smoldering as he paced the outskirts of the camp in the dim light of the rising sun.

      The guards and tributes who’d suffered the brunt of the drugs began waking shortly before sunrise. Groggy and confused, but otherwise unharmed, they listened with rapt attention as the events of the night were retold. By mid-morning all were awake, the small camp packed, and the caravan of guards and tributes moved sluggishly down the main road. Batons were drawn in the hands of the readied guards as they scanned the surrounding landscape for any sign of danger.

      For Ryl, dawn broke with the realization that three mornings from now would be the Harvest, the closing chapter on his life in The Stocks. The worry persisted. Would this be the closing chapter of his life as well? Tired and lost in thought, he was especially dour as the procession marched slowly to the south. It promised to be an exceptionally long, tiring day before they reached their destination at Thayers Rest.

      Shortly after their departure from the smoking ruins of the Stillwater camp, the train came to an abrupt halt. The dust cloud growing on the horizon and the growing thunder of hooves foretold the rapid approach of cavalry from the south. Wasting no time, sub-master Millis and his small troop sprang into action, forming a protective barrier between the tributes and the unknown party. Cavlin and two other guards fell to the rear, positioning themselves behind Ryl.

      “Stay with Cavlin, do not leave his side,” Millis ordered as he turned his mount, galloping to take position at the front.

      Ryl’s hand nervously fell to his splint, to the Leaves. After last night, his resolution was concrete. He would not stand idly by while other tributes were injured in an effort to harm him. If it was a fight they wanted, he was determined not to disappoint, regardless of the cost.

      The tributes huddled together behind the wall of guards, fear written across their faces. They had grown hardened from an unfairly volatile and harsh life, shrugging off the hard labor, insults and even physical abuse. Never before had they faced open attempts of murder. After the tumultuous previous night, in their beleaguered minds, the sounds of the fast approaching troops heralded their doom.

      The incoming cavalry came into view as they rounded a small copse of trees bordering the side of the road. Ryl estimated there were twenty in the group. The lead rider raised an arm rapidly halting the charge at the sight of sub-master Millis and his troops bearing arms, readied to meet their charge.

      The lead rider separated from the group, walking his horse forward, stopping halfway between the two lines.

      “Sub-master Millis,” the lead guard announced. “This is no way to greet a friend.” His large white smile stood out against his dark skin.

      The tension in the sub-master visibly relaxed as he recognized the rider, walking his horse forward to meet the lone guard. The men under his command remained firmly at attention. The conversation between the sub-master and the newcomer was hushed. Ryl couldn't make out a word.

      Ryl jumped as Cavlin placed his hand on Ryl's shoulder.

      “That man is Lieutenant Moyan. He’s Millis’ lifelong friend and protégé,” Cavlin whispered. “He's also Captain Le'Dral’s right hand man. Must have come to investigate the fire. ‘Twas a clear night last night, a blaze like that would have been easily noted from the palisades.” Ryl nodded his head in response, watching as the sub-master and the lieutenant cheerfully shook hands.

      “Stand down,” Millis announced, turning his head toward his readied troop. “Form up, ready for march.” The troops followed instructions immediately, quickly assuming their marching order. Cavlin took up position at Ryl’s side.

      The lieutenant returned to his small cavalry, barking out orders of his own. With routine precision, the riders broke into three groups, the bulk of which wheeled to the south, forming the new head of the exhausted column. Four riders, including Lieutenant Moyan, rode with Millis to the rear, bolstering the rear guard. A pair of riders broke from the lead group, driving their horses to a gallop, racing south down the road toward Cadsae.

      Ryl was afforded a better look at the lieutenant as he rode past. Moyan was an immense man. Not at all obese, his massive frame looked rather out of place atop his horse. Purely judging by stature alone, he reminded Ryl of his fellow tribute, Zed, the unassuming gentle giant of The Stocks. Ryl guessed that the lieutenant stood a whole head taller than himself, and easily twice the weight.

      Moyan, like his mentor, was the epitome of regimented military style. His uniform was clean and neatly pressed, his face clean shaven and his hair cropped close. His brows were locked in a permanent expression of displeasure, while his large observant eyes scanned the surroundings. All of these, along with his chiseled cheekbones, jaw, and thin unsmiling mouth combined to give him an overall intimidating appearance.

      The tributes, now under guard of a significantly larger force, ambled forward. With the added feeling of security that the increased guard provided, the pace grew steadily throughout the day, although Millis allowed for several extra breaks along the way. His troops, many of whom hadn’t slept since the day before, were spent by the time the camp at Thayers Rest came into view.

      The small community of Thayers Rest was nothing more than a boarding house and a well set back from the main road. The guards had a fire going within minutes. The sun had yet to set, however, the first few shifts who’d yet to rest from the evening before were already fast asleep. The remainder of the guards had fanned out forming a circle around the small building, with an outer ring of sentries posted further out afield.

      Many of the tributes exchanged worried looks as they entered the small common house. Those who’d been dragged out unconscious from the fire at the Stillwater camp jockeyed over positions closest to the door. Ryl and his friends, having been closer to the rear of the procession, found spots near the back wall of the building, in what could be roughly considered the kitchen.

      Luan had fallen fast asleep almost immediately, sandwiched between the protective twins. Looking at their relationship from afar, one could be easily convinced that they were all siblings. Her energy had been lagging severely toward the end of the march. She stumbled over her shuffled steps so frequently that sub-master Millis had climbed down from his horse, hoisting her up into the saddle, walking with reins in hand the balance of the march. Ryl continued to be impressed by the actions of the kindhearted sub-master.

      Ryl hadn’t realized he had fallen asleep in a sitting position, his back leaning against the rough wood wall until a gentle shake awoke him. Blinking the sleep out of his eyes, he saw the face of Cavlin leaning down before him. He had no idea how long he’d been asleep. Scanning the room, it appeared that everyone else was asleep as well.

      “Quietly. Grab your things,” Cavlin whispered. “Follow me.”

      Ryl nodded, sliding up off the wall, carefully tossing his pack over his shoulder, silently following Cavlin as he tiptoed out of the common house. The guards at the door looked away as the pair disappeared into the dark.

      Skirting the outside fringe of the fire’s light, Ryl trailed a step behind as they moved silently and quickly toward a tent that had been erected sometime after Ryl had entered the boarding house. Cavlin entered first, holding the flap as Ryl ducked inside.

      The interior of the tent was small, lit by a single lantern that sat on the ground in the center of the space. The angled ceiling was barely high enough for Ryl to stand in the middle. Sub-master Millis and Lieutenant Moyan were sitting on their bedrolls on opposite sides of the enclosure. They paused their hushed conversation as Cavlin and Ryl entered.

      “Have a seat, Ryl,” Millis said quietly, pointing to the ground at the end of his bedroll. Cavlin sat opposite him.

      “I apologize again for pulling you away like this, but the lieutenant and I both agree this is the best decision,” Millis said. He paused looking at Moyan.

      “I’ve heard a lot about you, Ryl.” Lieutenant Moyan’s deep voice broke the silence. “I’ll keep this brief as we don’t have much time. My patrol was organized last night by Captain Le’Dral after the fire was reported by the guards on the palisades. We were about halfway to you this morning when we were joined by another two riders. They claimed to have been sent by the captain as well.” He looked over at the sub-master, who nodded slightly.

      “I’ve known the captain a long time,” Moyan said. “Granted, not nearly as long as I’ve known the sub-master, but long enough to know how he works. He’s a meticulous man, a man who believes in details, who doesn’t second guess himself. He’d not have sent a second group to meet us on the road.”

      “Then the rest of the tributes are in danger,” Ryl interrupted the lieutenant.

      Moyan straightened his back, sitting up to his full height. His imposing figure towered over Ryl.

      “Not at the moment,” Moyan continued. “The two were paired with a group of guards I trust. Their patrol just left and is set to relieve the furthest sentry north.”

      “We’re going to borrow their plan from last night,” Millis took over the explanation. “Only tonight, you die in the fire.”

      Ryl was horrified by the plan. The tributes had been traumatized by the attack last night. He was terrified about the mental toll the fire, not to mention his alleged death would add to their already overburdened minds. He opened his mouth to protest the plan, but Millis held up his hand halting him prematurely.

      “I know what you’re going to say,” Millis said compassionately. “The tributes will be in no danger and some, especially your friends, will note your absence. The building will be rubble by the time the northern sentry can make it back once we sound the alarm. The men that were sent to look for you won’t know, however, that you were never in the fire in the first place. I suspect word will make it back to the master tonight heralding your death.”

      The sub-master shifted his position, finding a more comfortable spot on the ground.

      “This ruse should ease whatever plan the master had in store for your arrival,” Millis explained. “You’ll be heading out with Cavlin, dressed as a guard again. I hope your legs are rested. You’ll need to travel fast. If all goes well, you’ll be able to slip into Cadsae in the middle of the night when the patrols are the most lax in their watch.”

      The sub-master passed a uniform to Ryl, who started donning the costume immediately.

      “And what if this is all just an overreaction, sir,” Ryl asked meekly.

      “Good question, Ryl,” the sub-master laughed softly. “If this is just the overworking of our paranoid minds, in the grand scheme of things, there’s really no harm done. The boarding houses here and at the Stillwater camp were barely inhabitable in the first place. If I’m not mistaken, the workload will be rather light with the cold moons upon us. There’ll be plenty of time and labor to rebuild them before returning to the fields.”

      Ryl let out an involuntary chuckle at the sub-master’s logic. He’d finished dressing, layering the standard issue guard uniform over his light clothes, then carefully strapped the splint back onto his arm.

      “One last thing before you go,” Millis said, the official tone gone from his voice. “This will most likely be the last conversation we’ll have before the Harvest.”

      The sub-master paused, collecting his words. His eyes locked onto Ryl’s.

      “There is more to you than meets the eye, of that I’m sure,” Millis continued honestly. Ryl swallowed nervously, the palms of his hands immediately beginning to sweat. “Whether it’s luck or something more, I hope that it stays with you for whatever life throws your way once you leave this place. For what it’s worth, Ryl, I wish situations were different. Stay safe. Travel well, my friend.”

      Ryl was simply blown away by the sub-master’s sentiments. Friendship between a guard and a tribute was altogether unheard of.

      “I trust Millis with my life,” Moyan interjected. “His judgment is rarely wrong. If he vouches for you, I wouldn't argue.”

      The sub-master did his best to rise to his feet without slouching too much, extending his hand to Ryl. The lieutenant rose to a knee extending his as well. One at a time, the men clasped hands. In any other situation, purely an innocuous formal greeting, however, in this situation it symbolized so much more.

      It symbolized hope that the spark had truly taken to flame. A flame which was now ready to spread.

      All it needed was a catalyst.
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      Cavlin and Ryl slipped out of the tent into the darkness. The night was quiet, only the hushed crackle of the remains of the guards’ fire could be heard through the still air. Cavlin stopped, grabbing a spare baton leaning against the tent.

      “Just in case,” he whispered. “Just don't get any ideas. I'd hate to have to actually kill you tonight.”

      Ryl wasn't sure whether to laugh or cringe. The man had been nothing but honest, treating him with respect that was not normally given to a tribute. Millis had said he was one of the best. While not openly cocky or headstrong about his proficiency, he had a noticeable, confident air that bespoke his lethality.

      Ryl went to slide the baton into the holster on his uniform but Cavlin stopped his hand.

      “Your pack will be fine over your shoulder,” he whispered. “Carry the baton in hand. It'll make too much noise slapping against your leg. While you’re at it, take off that splint and stow it in your bag as well. Don’t want it to draw any undue attention.”

      Ryl did as he was ordered, removing the splint, carefully placing it in his pack before slinging it over his shoulder.

      “Hope your legs are feeling strong,” Cavlin chuckled softly. “Let's go.”

      Without waiting for a response, Cavlin began jogging down the road. Ryl followed closely in his wake.

      They traveled quickly, eating up the ground heading south. Navigating the road was fairly simple with the assistance of the light of the moon. The flat road made for easy travel as the pair increased their distance from the camp.

      They’d covered a few miles when the unintelligible distant cries of alarm split the quiet of the night. The two slowed to a walk, looking back over their shoulders in the direction they’d just traveled from. The horizon was lit by a flickering bright orange-yellow glow. The shouts of the guards grew in volume as the camp came alive in response to the fire.

      “We need to hurry,” Cavlin said with a sense of urgency to his voice. “We need to take heed on the road. My guess is that we'll run into a rider reporting the news of your demise to Cadsae before long.”

      “Yes, sir,” Ryl responded quietly, following the guard as he resumed his measured jog.

      Every few miles, Cavlin broke from his easy stride, walking for a short distance. Ryl, whose legs were beginning to scream in protest, reveled in the short stretches of easy walking. Since the fire had been lit, Cavlin had been frequently casting glances behind them searching for any hint of pursuit. Ryl took up the periodic watches as well.

      By Cavlin’s estimation, the unlikely pair had covered more than half the distance to Cadsae when he again slowed to an easy walk. The night was quiet, with the continual gurgle of the river running alongside the road and Ryl’s heavy breathing the only sounds to be heard. Ryl pivoted and began walking backwards. The short, wild grass of the fallow fields to the side of the road swayed gently in the light breeze. The flickering glow of the fire could barely be seen in the distance.

      Closer to the ground, a small pinpoint of light tracked slightly from left to right along the horizon.

      “Cavlin,” Ryl asked quietly. “What is that light?” As he watched the light spit into a second glowing orb.

      The guard stopped in his tracks, spinning around in the direction of Ryl’s inquiry. His body tensed.

      “Riders,” he said urgently. “There’s no shelter here. We need to make it to the grove that borders this field. Run. Now.” Cavlin pulled Ryl around as he broke into a sprint.

      Ryl ran as fast as his legs would take him in pursuit of the guard. In the distance, the tiny flickering lights of the southern palisade winked into view, suspended ominously in the air. From their rear, they could clearly make out the hoofbeats of the rapidly approaching horses.

      The growing dark smudge against the night sky signaled the approaching copse of trees. Ryl surged forward using every ounce of speed he could muster. Just ahead of him, Cavlin slipped silently into the trees. The noise of the approaching riders grew steadily in his wake.

      Ryl broke into the small grove as soon as he’d passed the first tree. His eyes had grown accustomed to the night, yet the blackness under the wooded canopy caught him off guard, he stumbled over an exposed root, sliding to the ground, breaking a low hanging branch with an audible snap that reverberated through the night.

      Before he could rise, Cavlin grabbed him by the collar, dragging him behind one of the large trees that dotted the small copse. The guard’s arm wrapped around his head, covering his mouth, pinning him to the ground with the weight of his shoulder.

      “That was careless,” he whispered. “Now don’t move a muscle.”

      Pinned on his stomach, Ryl nodded his head as best he could, scraping his chin against the cold ground, stirring up the scent of earth and decaying leaves. Cavlin slowly removed the arm from around his face, propping himself up on his elbows, baton at the ready.

      The lead rider slowed to a stop as they reached the edge of the trees where the pair hid, his partner reining his horse in beside him. The rider held his torch out toward the grove, sweeping it from side to side; spreading its unfocused wash of light through the trees. Ryl could feel Cavlin’s body tense in expectation.

      “What’s gotten into you?” the second rider questioned his partner.

      “I thought I saw movement on the road ahead of us,” the rider responded. “Heard what I thought was snapping branches. Didn’t you hear it, too?”

      “Look at the mighty Edmar,” the second rider laughed. “Afraid of a few deer running in the night.”

      “It’s not the deer I fear, Gerall,” Edmar responded with a growl. “It’s Moyan. I tell you, he was suspicious from the start. He’ll notice we’re gone before long.”

      “And by then, we’ll be out of The Stocks,” Gerall interrupted. “They’d be chasing us, not running from us anyway. Let’s get back to Cadsae, report to the master, get paid, and get out of this place.” He drove his horse forward into a canter.

      With a grunt, the first guard—Edmar—spurred his horse forward, following his retreating companion. Cavlin and Ryl remained motionless, watching as their retreating torches moved into the distance.

      “Well, there’s your answer,” Cavlin stated quietly, brushing himself off as he rose to his feet. “I have half a mind to go pummel that worthless excuse for a man that calls himself the Master of The Stocks.” He reached down, offering his hand to Ryl, hoisting him up to his feet.

      “Get in line,” Ryl snarled.

      “Atta boy,” Cavlin laughed, “Knew I liked you for a reason. Just stick to the plan though. You’re already dead, remember? Can’t have you causing any more trouble now.”

      Cavlin watched the torches of the retreating riders for a moment.

      “Let’s walk for a spell, then make haste,” Cavlin explained. “We need to sneak you back into your common house, and I need to report to the captain. Don’t want to let those two get too far ahead though. Let’s go.”

      Cautiously, the pair exited the copse of trees, walking in the direction of Cadsae. The darker shadow of the palisade grew with every passing step, as did the dread. He was coming home for the last time.

      The adrenaline that had built up in his body gave him the surge of strength he needed to keep pace with the older, conditioned guard as they jogged on toward Cadsae. The silence of the night remained intact for the duration of their trip, broken only by Ryl’s labored breathing and the crunch of their feet on the hard-packed road.

      It had passed the middle of the night when Cavlin and Ryl ducked into the tall grass of the fallow field bordering the road, just to the north of Cadsae. They rested, watching the slow patrol of the guards along the top of the palisades. The guards would make the short circuit of their patrol before meeting at the middle, conversing for a few moments before separating to make another round.

      The plan was to time their entry as both guards started outward from their impromptu meeting. They had little to fear from the patrols on the palisade, however, as neither was likely to raise an alarm at the sight of a pair of guards walking through the small plaza, no matter the hour of night.

      It was the guards on the ground, undoubtedly those most loyal to the master, that were to be feared. True to the sub-master’s estimations, the patrolling guards were lax in their efforts. The only visible pair looked to be in the middle of a game of cards, sitting in front of the warehouse bordering the gate.

      The guards on the wall split from their conversation, their torches highlighting their movement along the top of the wall.

      “It’s now or never,” Cavlin whispered to Ryl. “Sheath that baton and follow me. Keep your head down, collar up and walk with purpose. Let’s go.”

      They rose together, Ryl walking a pace behind his companion. He could feel the thunder of his heartbeat in his chest. He feared the sound was audible as it echoed in his ears. The guards on the palisades gave no indication of alarm as the two materialized from the darkened road into the torchlight of the square.

      Keeping a steady pace, Cavlin and Ryl quickly made their way to the small smithy, sticking close to the shadows along its side. The smithy was their last means of refuge; past its shadow all that remained was an open walk through the square to the first common house.

      Without pausing, they stepped out into the well-lit square. The ever-present feeling of eyes watching him intensified to a nearly crippling weight as they closed the distance, step by step.

      “Wait there,” came the call from behind. Ryl felt his heart skip a beat, his stomach sunk. They were so close.

      Cavlin stopped in place, putting his arm on Ryl’s back, gently pushing him past him as he turned to face the unknown voice, partially blocking Ryl from view.

      A single guard approached the pair. His uniform shirt was untucked on one side, partially covering his baton, the sleeve of one arm stained from the elbow down to his wrist. He staggered as he approached, sluggishly correcting himself before reaching the pair, stopping just shy of running into Cavlin. The overpowering smell of liquor and vomit carried onward. Ryl instinctually covered his nose at the offending smell.

      The guard fumbled, pulling a small metal flask out of his back pocket, taking a large gulp before offering it to Cavlin.

      “Care for a swig, friend?” the guard slurred. From up close, Ryl could see his bloodshot eyes. Cavlin shook his head.

      “Going to join the celebration?” the guard slurred. “Usually riders in the middle of the night are the heralds of bad news. Never seen the master so happy to see these two. Opened the casks right up. Took his favorite henchmen to go celebrate with one of the herds, if you know what I mean.”

      The guard hiccupped, seemingly holding back vomit with his fist. Cavlin took a step back. Ryl felt his blood begin to boil with the guard’s admission. First Tabenville, now Cadsae. The depravity had spread unchecked. He watched Cavlin’s fists squeeze themselves together so tightly his knuckles turned white.

      “We don’t wanna to be left out of the fun,” Cavlin joked with the guard, doing his best to hold back his emotion. “Where’d he go?”

      “Second one, I thinks,” the drunken guard said with an uncoordinated wave of his hand.

      “Good, got my eye on a different one,” Cavlin whispered devilishly, putting his arm around the guard’s shoulder, turning him around, walking him back in the direction he came. “Keep this a secret between us, will ya?”

      “Oh, right,” the guard chuckled absently. Cavlin stopped, while the guard continued moving in direction of the smithy, mumbling incoherently to himself.

      Cavlin turned, rapidly making up the ground to Ryl. The pair moved quickly toward the common house.

      “This depravity ends now,” Cavlin hissed. “This is where I leave you, I need to get to the captain. Get inside, take off your uniform and burn it with the baton. Go to your room and stay there. Swear any tribute that sees you to secrecy, they’ll listen. Do not leave until either the captain or the sub-master takes control of the plaza.”

      They had reached the small offshoot from the road that entered the first common house. A section of low fencing supported a raised lantern, a scraggly bush stood as the only decor.

      “Millis didn’t tell you the whole breadth of the plan,” Cavlin confessed. “They were to march overnight as soon as the fire was contained. They should be here by sun up.”

      The change of plans surprised Ryl. The tributes would be exhausted from two nights without sleep, but the thought of time spent in the relative luxury of the common houses of Cadsae would spur them on to greater speed. They, along with their escort, would enter the plaza like a conquering army.

      “It’s been a pleasure, my young friend,” Cavlin said softly. “Stay safe.” He clapped Ryl on the back before heading quickly toward the gate.

      Wasting no time, Ryl quickly walked the short path and entered the relative safety of the common house.
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      Ryl hurriedly closed the door behind him, using his hands to prevent it from slamming back into place. He made a rapid, cautious survey of the common room. At this hour, he’d have been surprised to find it occupied by anyone. He quickly removed the guard uniform that had been his costume for the second night, moving quietly across the room, depositing it and the baton in the small fire that still burned in the fireplace.

      The blaze flared up as the fabric immediately took to flame. He stepped back as the heat blanketed his face. Within moments the clothing was unrecognizable, the baton would be nothing more than ash soon, too. Crossing the room, Ryl made for the stairs. He longed for his bed, for a long rest. He knew that wouldn’t happen tonight. He would hide nervously until either the captain or sub-master arrived.

      Ryl crept quietly up the stairs, careful to avoid the extraordinarily squeaky floorboards that were camouflaged among the others. His homecoming was bittersweet. He was always excited to see his friends again, yet with this night waning, he would only have a day left with them.

      He made the landing of the first level without incident. The stairs were remarkably quieter than he remembered them. His mind flashed back to joy-filled memories of he and Elias sneaking around at all hours of the night, and to the look on Sarial’s face as she caught the two boys in the act almost every time. Would he ever see his friend again? No one knew where the tributes went after they left. He choked down the hope at its source. His friend was gone.

      His thoughts turned to Sarial. She’d been like a mother to him, to all the tributes in The Stocks. On the seldom occasions over the last several cycles that he’d built up the courage to think of his biological parents, it was her face that he saw on his mother’s. He paused outside her door. She must have been devastated with the news that Ryl would be added to this cycle’s Harvest. The thought of her having to unfairly suffer the heartbreak if the word of his apparent death spread to her before he could see her tugged at him.

      He raised his hand to knock on her door.

      From her room, there was the unmistakable thump of fist hitting flesh along with a muffled cry. Another thump followed immediately and the moan silenced. He heard the drag of an object across the floor. The tear of fabric.

      A muted laugh, a man’s laugh.

      A hushed voice.

      A man’s voice. Ryl recognized it immediately.

      The master.

      Starting in his chest, he felt the blood beginning to boil within his veins, the intense heat spread outward as it began to envelope the whole of his body. Pure rage burned white hot within his veins. As the heat spread, it brought with it an astonishing serenity. Without hesitation or thought to the consequences, Ryl calmly stepped through the door, letting it close behind him with a click.

      The scene before him sent his raging blood into overdrive. Sarial lay unmoving on her bed, the left side of her face bloodied and bruised, left eye swollen shut. Blood leaked from her nose and the corner of her mouth, trickling down the side of her face, staining her sheets crimson.

      Her clothes were torn; the bodice ripped off her right shoulder exposing her breasts, dress torn nearly in half revealing her legs to her upper thighs. Her legs were splayed and hung limp off the bed. The master had undone the belt on his pants that he was forcefully trying to wriggle down his paunchy legs. A few paces away, the master’s bodyguard fiddled greedily with his belt, hungry eyes devouring Sarial’s unconscious body. The blood flowing through Ryl’s veins matched the intensity of the pure unmitigated revulsion he felt with every fiber of his being.

      The cruel beady eyes of the master and bodyguard turned at him at the sound of the door. In an instant, the look of shock morphed into one on unadulterated hatred, contorting the master’s husky face.

      “You,” Master Delsith growled. “You’re dead.”

      The statement spilled from the master’s lips, simultaneously a bewildered statement of fact and a threat. Ryl let the small pack slowly slip from his shoulder.

      The burning in his veins reached an agonizing temperature. Ryl felt a tearing pain rake through his body from somewhere deep within, followed by a searing heat that engulfed his insides. Time ground to a standstill as the torrid blood in conjunction with the sheer fury of his will melted through the unseen barrier in his body. The heat incinerated the restraints that had denied access to his power.  An acute clarity followed in its wake.

      The master’s face was seemingly frozen into a grotesque snarl. The movements were so slight that Ryl could see the individual muscles flex and relax as his body reacted to the intrusion.

      There was no verbal response needed. Ryl could see the path, he knew what must be done.

      Ryl erupted forward in between the master and the bodyguard. The men moved in slow motion, eyes growing wide as they tried to track his movements. He saw them filling with horror as the realization set in. Their eyes were witnessing what their brains hadn’t yet accepted. They were doomed.

      One hand of the bodyguard fumbled frantically to remove his fingers from his belt, the other crept slowly toward the dagger sheathed on his side. Delsith began bending forward ever so slowly at the waist. His left hand began wrenching up on his pants that were halfway down his fleshy thighs. His right hand made its sluggish course across his distended belly to the dagger hanging off the left side of his pants.

      Ryl was between them in an instant, his body dropping to a crouch as his arms launched for both daggers simultaneously. It was a race of hands, each trying desperately to gain hold before the other. Their fastest reaction amounted to nothing more than a feeble attempt.

      His fingers closed around the hilt of the master’s dagger, then the bodyguard’s. With coordinated motion, he ripped them from their sheaths. Still in a crouch, Ryl spun to the left, pulling both arms in toward his chest, tips of the blades pointing outward. As his spin neared its halfway point, he let his right arm stretch out, angling up toward the bodyguard.

      The blade passed through his neck with virtually no resistance, severing it nearly to the spine. In slow motion, he witnessed the instant the pain registered in the guard’s brain. His eyes bulged in shock, then went lifeless as the carotid artery began spewing his life blood out of his body.

      An instant after that attack, Ryl’s left arm pushed out, leading with the flat of his forearm toward the bulging stomach of the master. He slammed the knife into Delsith’s burly gut, burying the blade to its hilt. The pure venomous hatred that was written across the master’s face began morphing instant by instant to that of agony and fear.

      As Ryl’s body finished its full rotation, he spun his right hand upward so that the palm of his fist, closed tightly around the knife faced the ceiling. Leading with the bloodied blade of the dagger first, he smashed his hand into the master’s left temple sinking the blade as deep as it could go. He locked eyes with the master. He watched the life flicker out of the master’s eyes knowing that the last image he saw was of him.

      Master Delsith was dead.

      He wrenched the knife out of the master’s lifeless gut, tossing it at his feet. The two men were dead, though their bodies hadn’t yet realized their plight. Time inched forward at a snail’s pace.

      Ryl casually took two steps back, closing his eyes. He felt the pure, burning power that coursed through his veins cool as he exhaled a calming breath. His hair blew across his face as time leaped back to normal. There was a sickening splash of blood on the floor, the wet gurgling of air escaping dying lungs, and two distinct thumps as the lifeless bodies of the master and his bodyguard connected with the floor.

      Careful to avoid the blood that was spreading rapidly across the floor, Ryl leaped over the master’s corpse, sliding to his knees at Sarial’s side. With tears welling in his eyes, he looked down at her face, battered and bruised. He covered her naked torso delicately with the scraps of her tattered dress, choking back a sob of relief as he saw her breath come shallow and faint.

      “Sarial, I’m here,” he whispered, knowing she couldn’t hear him. “Don’t fear, they’ll never harm you again. Hang on Sarial, hang on for me. I’ll bring help.”

      At the sound, her fingers twitched on her left hand, lying limp on the bed. Ryl gave it a gentle squeeze, leaning down to kiss the back of her pale hand. A tear rolled off his cheek, soaking into the bed at her side. With one last look at Sarial, the woman he loved unconditionally as his mother, Ryl sprang over the lifeless body of the master, grabbing his pack before slipping silently from the room.

      His feet barely registered touching the stairs as he descended at lightning speed. He raced across the common area, slowly opening the door to the square. Seeing no movement in the square or on the palisades, he reached out, grabbing a hold of the lantern that hung off to the left side of the door, tearing it from the wall. Ryl tossed the lantern to the ground a meter away from the common house. The flames hit the spilled oil, igniting a burst of flames.

      Ryl reached back with his right hand, focusing on the alexen within his blood. Through thousands of attempts, hour after hour of practice, he’d not produced even the slightest breeze. Now, the solution to his frustration was there, as if he’d known all along. The unseen block that had been holding him back all of those times was gone.

      He swung his hand forward aiming toward the flames of the shattered lantern. He felt the alexen connect with the wind. Invisible tendrils spread out from his arm grabbing the latent energy in the air, forcing it forward in a single, focused blast. The burning liquid sprayed outward in a splatter of flames, immediately igniting the shrub and fence.

      Without the time to think about what had just happened, Ryl cupped his hands around his mouth to amplify the volume and screamed.

      “Fire. Fire. The common house is on fire.”
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      Leaving the door ajar, Ryl raced through the common room, taking the stairs three at a time. Reaching the landing, he repeated his alarm.

      “The common house is on fire. Everyone up, everyone out.”

      From all directions, Ryl began hearing the creaking of opening doors, the thud of running feet, and the frightened alarms of the tributes roused from their sleep to a nightmare. From outside came the muffled report of alarms from the palisades. Ryl raced down the hallway to his room, brushing past the tributes hastily fleeing from their rooms. He reached his door, number 10, in moments.

      Ryl burst through the door. Aelin was sleepily standing up from his bed.

      “Ryl?” the boy asked, confused, rubbing his eyes.

      “Time to go, my friend,” Ryl said, scooping the half-sleeping boy up in his arms. “The building’s on fire, you know.”

      “What?” was all Aelin could reply before the pair sped from the room, joining the throng of bodies rushing toward the exit. A pair of guards stormed through the main door, screaming the warning to evacuate as the mass of tributes arrived on the first floor. The confused guards turned from criers to ushers in an instant as the panicked captives streamed past them into the courtyard.

      Guards were already pouring through the gate, while the palisades had blossomed to life. An array of torches lined the top of the wall in both directions. Orders were shouted from above and below. The first of the guards carrying water reached the side of the common house, tossing a bucket on the base of the building that had just begun to smolder from the fire.

      Ryl and Aelin were in the middle of the pack that poured from the common house into the square. In all the commotion, the boy hadn’t made a sound since leaving the room. It only took a second for Ryl to recognize the gargantuan frame of Zed, the blacksmith of The Stocks, and Aelin’s mentor. He pushed through the crowd, reaching the big man, who looked at him with a confused smile.

      “Zed,” Ryl said hurriedly. “Watch out for Aelin. I’ll be back.”

      Before Zed could respond, Ryl tossed the boy into the blacksmith’s arms and turned away, melting back into the crowd. It took him but a moment to locate who he was looking for. Mender Jeffers, half-dressed in his nightshirt, was rushing out of the clinic toward the commotion. Ryl caught the mender as he reached the crowd of tributes.

      “Jeffers,” Ryl said quickly. “Call for a sweep of the building. There are tributes still inside.”

      “Ryl? What?” Jeffers stumbled through his words, his eyes wide in shock at seeing Ryl standing before him. Ryl grabbed the mender by the shoulders, giving him a quick shake.

      “Order the sweep of the building. Now,” he demanded.

      A memory flashed before Ryl’s eyes. Jeffers lingered with him in the common house during his recovery, the awkward smile between the mender and Sarial.

      “Sarial,” Ryl blurted out without thinking. “I can’t find her anywhere.”

      Whether it was the effect of her name, the urgency in his voice, or the shock from the physical contact, Jeffers sprang into action cornering the first guard he saw. Ryl couldn't hear the conversation over the confusion in the square. Judging from the body language of the guard and the overly-animated motions from the mender he knew the message was understood. The visibly startled guard, hurried off, forcing his way through the crowd toward the common house.

      Ryl hadn't stopped for a breath since stumbling into Sarial's room. He felt alive like never before yet simultaneously drained beyond the point of exhaustion. He hadn't the time to reflect on the events of the last several minutes or the change he felt coursing through his body. He squatted down, resting on the balls of his feet, closing his eyes, resting his head in his hands.

      “Not exactly following orders, tribute,” came the gruff voice from over his shoulder. Ryl stood slowly, turning to face the speaker. Cavlin stood a pace away, his arms crossed over his chest, his eyes scanning the growing crowd.

      “You were supposed to wait for the captain or sub-master to take the square, not storm it yourself,” Cavlin said, flashing him a brief, sly smile before reverting back to his usual dry expression. “No matter. I had just sat down with the captain when the alarm was raised. He's here now.”

      Cavlin pointed toward the entrance to the common house. The captain was standing in a small group of officers looking significantly more agitated than normal. Runners came and went as they tried to maintain order in the growing chaos that was the square. Mender Jeffers was pacing behind the gathering of officers.

      “Fire again, eh?” Cavlin asked.

      “So it seems,” Ryl responded, inadvertently throwing out an innocent feeling over the guard. “An accident for once.”

      Cavlin simply nodded his head.

      Thanks to the rapid response of the guards, the flames had been extinguished before they could spread across the walls of the common house. Their small haggard bush and meager fence, however, had been reduced to ash. Awakened by the alarms and commotion, tributes had begun gathering outside the other common houses as well, curious to see what was happening.

      Ryl began searching the crowd for traces of his closest friends. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the door of the common house burst open. The guard’s face was white as he hurried toward Captain Le'Dral.

      The plaza was too loud to hear any of the conversation. The look on the face of the captain was telling enough. The captain’s mouth fell open, he paused for a moment in shock at the news Ryl already knew. Mender Jeffers’ pacing stopped abruptly.

      Captain Le'Dral stood frozen for only a moment before snapping back into action. The expression on his face returned to its impassive norm as he barked out orders to the guards within earshot. Jeffers shouted out orders of his own and was already running toward the common house before the captain finished dictating his instructions. Le’Dral followed closely in his wake.

      Guards scattered with the commands of the captain and mender. One sprinted toward the main gate, a pair toward the clinic another pair followed their retreating superiors, stopping outside the door, barring any further entries.

      Noting Zed’s head towering above the crowd, Ryl took a step in his direction. Cavlin’s hand reached out grabbing him by the shoulder, the guard shook his head slowly.

      “Not now, Ryl. There’ll be time for your friends later,” Cavlin said softly, bringing his head close to Ryl’s ear. “The captain desires a word with you, ordered me to stay by your side. I have a feeling he’ll be even more interested to speak with you once the smoke clears.”

      Ryl swallowed uncomfortably at the statement. The thought of being interrogated by the captain was a distressing proposition. It was suspiciously coincidental that everything had happened so soon after Ryl had returned in secret to the common house. Even so, he doubted that there was anyone that would believe that an unarmed tribute was capable of what they were to discover inside.

      The pair of guards that the mender had sent to the clinic rushed past, carrying a makeshift stretcher between them. Ryl smiled knowing that Sarial would soon be under the care of Jeffers. He knew the mender wouldn’t rest until he was certain she was stable.

      The thunderous creak of the gate opening cut through the commotion of the crowd. The right gate swung open, and into The Stocks poured a steady stream of guards. The tributes who had gathered outside the other common houses were quickly corralled back into their dormitories, guards remaining stationed outside their doors.

      The reinforcements rapidly reached the tributes gathered in the plaza, surrounding them in a loose circle. Ryl guessed that a force of close to two hundred guards had entered before the gate slammed shut with a hollow boom. Orders were called out, and slowly the confused, frightened tributes were split into two groups—each one hustled to one of other common houses.

      Cavlin grabbed Ryl by the shirt, pulling him out of the mass of tributes toward the clinic.

      “Not you, Ryl,” the guard ordered. “You stay with me.”

      Cavlin ushered Ryl into the clinic. There he took up position standing with his arms crossed leaning against the door frame. Realizing just how exhausted he was, Ryl dropped himself into one of the wooden chairs against the wall and leaned his head back.

      His mind wandered back to the events in Sarial's room. First, there was the overwhelming emotion that had burned through him at the horror of what the master and his bodyguard had done, at what they were planning to do. Then the excruciating pain that rolled throughout his body. There was a sudden clarifying release, as if the dam that had been holding back his progress had suddenly burst, freeing the flood of power pooled within.

      The agonizing pain had revealed a clarity that he'd never before experienced. In that moment, he'd seen a glimpse of the true power hidden away within his blood. Triggered by his raw emotion, it exploded from within him with a sheer force that excited and terrified him. The master and his henchman had never stood a chance.

      His introspection was cut short by the stomp of heavy boots from the entranceway. Cavlin remained in his casual lean against the door, foregoing the formal salute with a nod of his head as Captain Le'Dral entered the room. The captain crossed to the mender’s desk, sitting himself behind it with a sigh.

      “Welcome back to Cadsae, Ryl,” Captain Le'Dral said politely. “Seems every time you're here lately, I'm left with quite the mess to clean up.”

      “Sir, I don't see how the master sending his assassins to kill me and possibly every other tribute while risking the lives of your guards is my fault,” Ryl said more forcefully than he intended. The captain held out his hands in an attempt to defuse the situation.

      “No one's saying anything was your fault,” Le'Dral said calmly. “I've been aware of what was happening on the road since sub-master Millis sent his messenger the other day. Cavlin here was filling in the pieces when the alarm was raised. I need you to tell me what happened in the common house.”

      Ryl's heart began to race. He concentrated on steadying his breathing.

      “Yes, sir,” Ryl said. “After Cavlin left to seek you out, I entered the common house. No one was in the common room, so I followed his orders and burned the uniform and baton.”

      “Baton?” Le'Dral asked, looking from Ryl to Cavlin. The guard merely shrugged his shoulders. Le'Dral angled his head downward slightly massaging his temples with his hand.

      “Carry on,” Le'Dral said.

      “I watched them burn until they were unrecognizable,” Ryl said, pushing out the feeling of honesty. “From there, I went to the kitchen to see if I could scrounge any food. I’ve barely had a bite to eat over the last day. I was in the kitchen when I heard the shatter of glass from outside. I ran to look out the door. That’s when I saw the fire and called out the alarm.”

      “Well that answers one question,” Le'Dral said, sitting forward in his chair. “So it was you who called out the alarm.” The captain leaned forward resting both his elbows on the table.

      “Mender Jeffers told me that you ordered him to search the common house, to search for Sarial in particular,” Le'Dral quizzed, his eyes boring into Ryl. “You gave the mender quite a fright. Why did you think it was so urgent to search for her in particular?”

      Ryl repressed a momentary panic, focusing his mind, sending out the feeling of confusion.

      “Not sure if Cavlin got to the point in his tale where the master’s men tried to drug and burn us all in our sleep,” Ryl said forcefully. “There's no reason to believe that old wooden building wouldn’t go up like a pyre as well. And as to why I was looking for Sarial, she’s as close to a mother to me as I’ll ever have in this world. Of course I’d notice her absence.”

      Ryl stared into the captain’s eyes without a hint of backing down. They remained locked together, unblinking for what felt like an eternity. Le’Dral broke away first, looking to Cavlin. The guard merely shrugged his shoulders again in response.

      The captain sighed, looking back at Ryl. This time, there was anger in his eyes.

      “Well, luck seems to follow you. It’s good you had the mender send someone looking for her,” Le’Dral said, pausing to collect his thoughts. “The next thing I have to tell you will come as a shock to you, to you Cavlin, and to the rest of The Stocks. I ask that you keep this between us until I can sort through a few things.”

      Ryl nodded his head, then paused, sending out a sensation of worry.

      “Wait, did something happen to Sarial?” he demanded.

      “I’m sorry to say, yes, Ryl,” the captain confirmed. “Mender Jeffers is with her now though and he’s optimistic. She was beaten badly and hadn’t yet regained consciousness when I left.”

      “Who did it?” Ryl blurted out. The captain held out his hands to calm Ryl.

      “The culprits have paid for their crimes, Ryl,” Captain Le’Dral explained, his voice growing angrier with each passing word. “It seems there must have been some disagreement over who was going to defile her first and they settled it with their knives. Their bodies are in her room, both partially undressed. Master Delsith and his bodyguard are dead.”

      Before Ryl could react, Cavlin leaned forward from his position on the wall.

      “Which bodyguard?” he demanded.

      “Skelick,” Le’Dral said. Cavlin let out a low whistle.

      “Something just doesn’t feel right though,” the captain continued. “His throat was cut through to the spine, yet he still had the strength to plant a knife in the master’s skull.”

      “The master was at best an amateur fighter,” Cavlin grunted. “Skelick, on the other hand, was one of the best. No way a tribute, or even another guard, gets in there and cuts them up like that without waking the whole of Cadsae.”

      “I agree. Though they got what they deserve,” Le’Dral spit with uncharacteristic honesty. “There’s going to need to be a culling of the guards in light of the events of this evening, along with your report of their drunken behavior. Seems we rid The Stocks of one snake only to find the nest right under our noses.”

      Cavlin nodded his head in agreement. Ryl sat in silence as the two men carried on their conversation.

      “As of now, I’ll be acting as the Master of The Stocks,” Le’Dral announced.

      Ryl fought to hold back his smile.

      He only had an instant to bask in the significance of the statement as Mender Jeffers burst through the door to the clinic. His normally calm tone and demeanor were animated with a scathing intensity. Jeffers barked orders to the pair of guards carefully carrying a stretcher between them. On it, the bruised, unmoving body of Sarial was draped in a sheet with only her head showing. Young Elora followed the group, her head down, tears streaming down her face.

      “Put her over there, on the first bed,” Jeffers ordered emphatically as he hurried toward his immaculately organized shelves for supplies. “Carefully!”

      The guards gently placed the stretcher down on the bed as the mender returned with the necessary supplies. Seemingly noting the presence of the captain, Cavlin and Ryl for the first time, he stretched out his arm, finger pointing toward the door.

      “What are you staring at?” Jeffers snapped. “Everyone out. Now.”

      The two guards willfully hurried for the door. Cavlin approached, placing his hand on Ryl’s shoulder steering him toward the door. The captain backed his way out of the room.

      “If you need any help, Mender,” the captain said kindly. “I’ll have men waiting outside the door.” The tone of the captain’s voice diminished the fire in the mender’s disposition.

      “Thank you, sir,” Jeffers replied in his normal even tone. He gestured calmly for Elora to approach. The intensity was gone from his voice, replaced with caring sincerity.

      “Please, young lady, I promise you I’ll take good care of her,” the mender said softly to the frightened young tribute. “But I’ll need your help.”
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      Ryl followed Cavlin out into the square, the captain close at their heels. There was still an unusual amount of activity in the square considering the late hour.

      “Cavlin, please escort our young friend back to the common house now,” Captain Le'Dral ordered the guard before turning to Ryl. “You've had an eventful day today. Remember, do not yet reveal the truth of what happened tonight. All will come to light soon. Now, get some rest. We'll talk again tomorrow.”

      “Yes, sir,” Ryl said, stifling the yawn that surfaced at the mention of the word sleep.

      The captain headed back in the direction of the gate while Cavlin led Ryl toward the second common house down the line. He stopped in the middle of the road before reaching the dormitory.

      “I'll have guards I know and trust stationed outside the door,” Cavlin said quietly so as to not notify the current guards. “No one will get in or out until Captain Le’Dral gives the word. There'll be a lot more commotion when word of the master gets out. Not to mention, Sub-master Millis, Lieutenant Moyan's cavalry and the rest of the tributes should be making their entrance soon, too.”

      Cavlin put his hand on Ryl's back, gently pushing him toward the common house.

      “Get some rest, Ryl,” Cavlin said as Ryl walked toward the common house. He watched until his charge had entered before hastening his way toward that gate.

      The main room inside the common house was a mix of confused and frightened tributes. Those temporarily displaced from their home were granted the use of spare beds, however with the vast majority of the tributes back in Cadsae for the Harvest, not all could be accommodated. Even with the commotion, there were a few already asleep on the floor of the main room. The tired tributes were rarely, if ever, driven from their beds at such a late hour.

      Heads turned to the door as the creak of the rusted metal hinges announced his entrance. Ryl was immediately surrounded. The startling news of his early Harvest had been a shock to all. None could remember a time where such an occurrence had taken place. He was immediately bombarded with sympathetic greetings and well wishes.

      On one hand, the added attention made him uncomfortable. He was treated differently now that he was on the verge of his Harvest. He had experienced it with the tributes at Tabenville and he braced himself to be enveloped by it here in Cadsae. The added attention did serve as a welcome distraction from the questions surrounding the activities that had roused them all from their beds. Ryl replayed the arduous events of the trip from Tabenville to the assembled tributes, stopping at the evacuation of the common house.

      Cutting through the crowd to reach Ryl’s side was Laj, one of the tributes bound to this season’s Harvest. He pulled him aside to the complaint of none of those gathered in the main room.

      “Sorry to hear the news, Ryl,” Laj said with a commiserating smile. “Looks like it'll just be the two of us and Narisi. Still an unusually small Harvest.”

      Narisi was another like Ryl, abandoned by her family to better their standing in life. She was small in stature, but worked harder than most. Her tenacity extended to every action and her stubborn attitude was off-putting to some. Although she and Ryl had always been friendly, she had a tough time finding friends early on in her sentence to The Stocks.

      “Well, they'll still have their hands full then,” Ryl said with a devious smile.

      “Oh no, Ryl,” Laj pleaded. “You’re not planning any stunts like Elias, are you?” Ryl chuckled to himself at the thought.

      “No, I'm afraid I won't be doing anything like that,” Ryl said reassuringly.

      “It’s a shame,” Laj said. “The look on the master’s face was priceless.”

      Ryl nodded in agreement. The look of sheer embarrassment on the master’s face as it turned redder and redder by the moment had been the only sliver of enjoyment from that day. Right now, there was an entirely different look frozen on the image of the cruel man's face in Ryl’s mind. The look of a man who was watching his own death. The vicious jailor who’d preyed on the tributes for cycles, whose cruel smile was the harbinger of ill tidings, had a look of pure terror in his eyes. Ryl replayed the instant life disappeared from those hateful orbs.

      “Do you know if there’s an empty bed for me to sleep in?” Ryl asked, happily changing the subject. “It was a long journey here, I'm exhausted.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure you are,” Laj agreed. “Unfortunately, I think all the beds are full, especially if the rest of Tabenville will be here tonight. You’re more than welcome to the floor in my room though, Osi won’t mind either. It’s on the second floor, number three.” He gestured to the other side of his room, where his roommate was speaking with a small group of tributes by the warmth of the small fire, quietly burning in the hearth.

      Ryl thanked his friend, excusing himself as he moved sluggishly to the stairs. The effects of the lack of sleep, the grueling trip with Cavlin and the events here in Cadsae descended on him in unison. He staggered as he ascended, thankful for the railing that arrested his fall.

      He found Laj’s room with ease, letting himself in to the meager abode. The room was virtually identical to his, little more than a cell with pallets for beds, a small chest for each tribute and a tiny table. Using his pack as a pillow, Ryl collapsed to the empty floor between the two cots. He was asleep as soon as he closed his eyes.

      The morning arrived quickly. Although he’d only been asleep for a few hours, Ryl’s body had been conditioned over the cycles to rise early. He lay awake staring at the ceiling for a short time, the only sound in the room the soft rhythmic breathing of Laj and Osi. The entirety of the common house was most likely still asleep after the events of the previous evening. Ryl closed his eyes, focusing on the telltale signs of tributes. A myriad of glowing orbs of differing intensity shown throughout his vision, all however, remained still. Ryl quietly reached into his pack, silently strapping the sling back to his arm. The touch of the Leaves on his skin was comforting.

      His temporary roommates stirred at the hammering sound coming from the first floor. The noise was followed shortly by the sound of heavy boots on the stairs.

      “Time to get up tributes. Everyone up,” a voice projected down the hallway. “Report to the square immediately.” The call was repeated again on the second floor before moving on the third. The guards seemingly losing interest in calling, resorted to what sounded like them pounding their batons on the thick wooden frame of the hallway. Ryl could feel the reverberations of each impact in his body as he lay on the floor.

      “What do they want now?” Laj groaned with a yawn. Ryl had been so deeply asleep the night before that he hadn’t even heard Laj or Osi enter the room.

      “Is there ever any telling what they want?” Ryl responded sarcastically.

      Laj nodded his head and Osi choked back a brief laugh as the three filed out of the room, slipping into the line of tributes already streaming down the hall. The flow of bodies quickly washed down the stairs before pouring out into the square.

      The sun had barely crested over the top of the eastern palisade, the shadows of the tributes stretching out long before them as they exited the common house. There was a breeze blowing from the south bringing with it the briny smell from the ocean. The steady stream of bodies filing from each of the three buildings quickly filled the small plaza. Guards lined the exterior of the plaza, cordoning off the area.

      Ryl spotted Zed over the growing crowd, painstakingly making his way through the throng toward him. The big man’s head was scanning the crowd, surveying all the faces, trying to locate one in particular. Ryl was only a few meters away when Zed saw him, a large smile spreading across his features as he found who he was looking for. Looking down, Zed spoke to the unseen tribute at his side.

      “Found him, little one,” Zed’s soft voice said. His small, quiet voice was incongruous with his massive frame.

      Aelin burst through the tributes that separated him from Ryl, launching himself into a hug that nearly knocked Ryl from his feet.

      “Where did you go last night?” Aelin asked, voice wavering as he choked back the tears. “Why did you just leave me?”

      “I’m sorry, Aelin. It couldn’t be helped,” Ryl said, lowering himself to one knee. “The captain demanded my presence. He gave me no option to find you once he was done.” Aelin sniffled once, his frown brightening before he punched Ryl in the left arm just below the shoulder.

      The blow from the young boy was shockingly powerful, again nearly knocking Ryl off his feet. Ryl now understood the boy’s powers in a way that he never could have comprehended before. Aelin’s strength, far greater than that expected from a child his age, was an expected precursor from one of the physical sect. Were he to learn to control the power flowing through his veins, his strength could one day be unmatched. He could tear down the very gates that penned them into forced servitude.

      “Wow, Aelin, you’ve grown strong since I last saw you,” Ryl said with a smile, looking up toward Zed who was towering over the pair. “Zed must be teaching you well. He’s not having you do all the heavy lifting, is he?”

      “If I could only get him to stay still long enough,” Zed said with a friendly smile. “The boy’s strength is a wonder of nature, matched only by the wandering of his mind.”

      The sound of the great gates creaking open interrupted their conversation, all heads in the plaza turning to the party entering through the small opening. The gate slammed shut behind them. Captain Le’Dral strode in confidently, face drawn into his official, impassive-looking scowl. Sub-master Millis and Lieutenant Moyan flanked him on either side. Cavlin entered a step behind, silently slipping through the closing gates, his path taking him to the side of the plaza where he disappeared into the mass of the surrounding guards.

      The captain and his officers stopped a few paces from the massed tributes, the line of guards closing the circle behind them.

      “Good morning, tributes.” Captain Le’Dral projected his strong voice to be heard by all assembled. “First, I wanted to offer my apologies for the events that woke you from your slumber last evening.” A muted grumble arose from several places within the mass of bodies inside the square. The captain paid them no heed.

      “Tributes from common house one will be free to return to their proper rooms after we are done here,” the captain announced. “The building sustained only minor cosmetic damage from the fire, although without the early warning, the results could have been much different.” The captain’s eyes that had been panning the assembled tributes stopped on Ryl at the statement.

      “I would also like to first address the rumors that have no doubt spread to many of your ears,” Le’Dral said.

      The crowd silenced, all eyes and ears focused on the captain awaiting his next words.

      “Over the last several nights, there have been attacks perpetrated against your fellow tributes, both on the road from Tabenville and here in Cadsae,” Le’Dral announced to the waiting ears of the crowd.

      “Prior to last night, the attacks have resulted in only minor injuries,” the captain continued. “Last night, the tribute named Sarial was severely wounded. She is under the care of the mender and is expected to recover fully.”

      With his last statement, the group exploded into a chorus of angered voices; the sound made unintelligible as each tribute spoke louder competing with the next. Then a single voice, split through the din like thunder through a storm. Ryl felt a raw, uncontrolled wave of rage wash over him, projected like a shockwave from the usually placid giant that was Zed.

      The crowd parted before him as he barreled his way toward the captain. Ryl quickly fell in behind him—he knew there would be no stopping the big man, he’d crush them all. He focused, sending wave after wave of calm over him. Lieutenant Moyan and sub-master Millis took a step in front of their captain, calling out for the gargantuan man to stop, one hand raised, the other on their batons.

      “What happened to Sarial?” Zed’s voice roared over the crowd.

      A guard raced forward from the circle, swinging his baton low at the big man's knees. Zed reacted immediately, catching the baton with his hand as if it were a feather falling from the sky, reeling it in with the guard still attached. He hoisted the guard from under his armpits, throwing him like he would discarded a scrap of iron into the legs of the lieutenant and sub-master. All three men went down in a tangled heap.

      “Who did it? I’ll tear every one of you limb from limb until I find out who hurt her,” Zed growled at the guards, who’d all drawn batons, yet were hesitant to rush the rampaging giant. Ryl knew arrows from the wall would come next. There would be no saving his friend then.

      Sending out one final blast of calm, Ryl reached inside drawing on a fraction of the speed he’d used the night before. The world around him slowed ever so slightly. Ryl closed the distance between them in an instant, raced around the Zed, placing both arms on his chest and planting his feet to slow him. He may as well have been trying to stop a wave. The big man pushed him backward, feet sliding across the ground as if he wasn’t there.

      “Zed, stop,” Ryl screamed at him, trying to break his focus. Zed’s eye’s looked as if they were burning, swirling with the fires from his forge. It was a frightening look that sent chills through Ryl’s body.

      “Look at me, Zed,” Ryl pleaded with his friend. “Please, they’ll kill you.”

      “Listen to your friend, tribute,” Captain Le’Dral commanded as the tribute approached steadily. The captain stood defiant in the face of the charging tribute, he had yet to pull his baton in defense. The ring of guards around the tributes started rapidly closing in.

      “The one responsible for her attack, for all the attacks is dead,” Le’Dral projected his voice so that all could hear. “The master is dead.”

      The words snapped Zed from his rage. He fell to his knees, arms resting heavily on Ryl’s shoulders. His face was awash with a look of bewilderment. The din of the agitated crowd ceased with a collective gasp. The only sound from the plaza was the slight whisper of the breeze on the air.

      “Breathe, Zed,” Ryl whispered soft enough for only his friend to hear. “You’re all right, let the feeling pass.” Zed looked knowingly at Ryl for a moment, before the voice of the captain continued.

      “Yes, Master Delsith and his bodyguard were found dead last night during the sweep of the common house after the fire,” the captain announced. “The atrocities that have come to light will not be permitted to continue. Effective immediately I will be assuming the role of Master of The Stocks.” The captain walked a pace forward to where Ryl and Zed remained, while hushed conversations from the tributes carried on around them.

      “This behavior will not be tolerated again, tribute. Do you understand?” Le’Dral hissed at Zed in a voice that commanded obedience.

      “Yes, sir,” Zed said softly.

      The man who, a few moments earlier, could have moved mountains, now wavered in the gentle breeze.

      “Back in line, tributes,” the captain commanded. Like dogs with their tails between their legs, Ryl and Zed slithered back into the mass of their fellows

      The tension that moments earlier appeared ready to spark an all-out revolt, had subsided. The guards, while still on alert, no longer stood ready to attack or defend. Lieutenant Moyan, the sub-master and the guard were all back on their feet. Anger brewed in the guard’s eyes, while Moyan and Millis studied the retreating bodies of the tributes with suspicion and awe.

      “When assignments commence again after the morrow’s Harvest, you will report to Lieutenant Moyan for your tasks,” Le’Dral continued. “There will be no assignments today. All must stay within the boundaries of Cadsae. Dismissed.”

      The captain turned abruptly, heading back toward the gate, while the lieutenant and sub-master, with a nervous group of guards in tow, moved toward the Master’s House and clinic. The guards surrounding the tributes backed off, breaking off into groups to carry on their normal duties, whether into patrols or sentries on the road.

      “What’s happened to me, Ryl,” Zed pleaded in a whisper. “It was like I was watching myself from the outside. I was begging my body to stop, all it wanted to do was to tear them to pieces. Then you were there, you were trying to stop me. I could hear you, yet I couldn’t listen. Ryl, you looked like you were glowing, the light was blinding.”

      Ryl saw the fear written across his friend’s face. He had lost complete control of himself, the power in his blood had taken over. Da'agryn had warned him to control his emotions, to control his temper. The frenzied effects of letting oneself slip too far into an emotion were terrifying. Ryl thought for a moment before responding. He had vowed not to let his secret, the phrenics’ secret, come to light.

      “Everyone has a breaking point, Zed,” Ryl confessed. “I crossed mine when I learned of sub-master Osir’s transgressions and torture in Tabenville and it nearly killed me. They would have killed you, Zed. You have to control your emotions.”

      The crowd of tributes had thinned dramatically while Ryl and Zed were talking. Aelin waited a few paces away from the pair. Ryl called him with a wave and the boy bounded over.

      “Aelin, can you do me a favor and walk with Zed back to the common house?” Ryl asked softly. “I'm going to go see if I can get in to see Sarial. We'll talk later.” Ryl ruffled the boy’s hair, turning toward the clinic without waiting for a response.

      There was a group of five guards standing watch outside the shared entrance to the clinic and Master's House. As Ryl approached, Cavlin separated himself from the group, meeting him halfway.

      “Why was I not surprised to find you in the middle of that mess this morning, too?” Cavlin said, voice remaining emotionless. “Mender’s banned everyone from the clinic until further notice, all except you, that is. Full of surprises as always.”

      “I'm afraid I don't have much time for more,” Ryl said with a heavy dose of spite.

      “I don't believe that for an instant,” Cavlin retorted. “Now, in with you.”
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      Ryl entered the clinic to an unexpected scene. The mender’s desk, a normally dutifully organized workspace, held an uncoordinated array of loose papers and assorted tools of his trade. He could hear the mender beyond the first cloth partition.

      “Hello, Mender Jeffers,” Ryl said tentatively, quietly announcing his presence.

      “I thought I told you I wasn't to be disturbed,” Mender Jeffers snapped before shoving his head around the curtain to identify the intruding party. The look on his usually placid face was abnormally distressed, yet it softened seeing Ryl at the door.

      “I’m sorry Ryl,” Jeffers apologized. “Come in. Quiet now, she’s finally resting peacefully again.”

      Ryl quietly made his way around the partition to where the mender was standing observing the sleeping tribute. Though Jeffers looked exhausted, Sarial, his lone patient at the moment, looked far worse. Arms folded across her stomach, Ryl watched the slow, even rise and fall of her chest. The entire left side of her face was covered in varying shades of black and dark blue bruises, the eye on that side barely noticeable beneath the swelling. A small line of stitches stretched across her forehead. The right side of her face had fared better as far fewer blows had connected there, yet a single large bruise dominated the lower portion of her face.

      “The death those two received was far too merciful, if you ask me.” Mender Jeffers’ quiet voice hissed with animosity. “Thought we’d seen the end of this after Tabenville.”

      Ryl agreed with the mender although his thoughts wandered at the statement. The master and his henchman got what they deserved.

      “Thank you, Ryl,” Jeffers said. The tone in his voice had softened and wavered with emotion. “Thank you for convincing me to send someone to look for her.”

      Ryl shrugged in response.

      “Do you think she’ll wake before the morning?” Ryl asked, changing the subject.

      “I’m not sure,” Jeffers said. “Injuries like this can be troublesome, there’s no telling when she’ll wake. If she awakes before the morning, I’ll have the guard fetch you. I promise.”

      “Thank you, Jeffers,” Ryl grieved. His voice faltered as the built up emotion began to boil over. “You’ve been a bright light in what’s been a dark world for us tributes. Please promise me you’ll remain here for them.”

      “I’ll do everything I can, Ryl,” Jeffers said honestly.

      “I can’t help the feeling that with the captain now serving as the master that the winds of change are finally blowing, and for the better,” Ryl said hopefully. “Still, they’ll need all the help they can get. They need all the allies they can.”

      “Ryl?” a weak voice interrupted their conversation. “Ryl, is that you?”

      Both Ryl and Jeffers were at the bedside in an instant. Ryl dropped to a knee, gently cradling Sarial’s shaking hand in his own. Tears welled up in his eyes.

      “I’m here, Sarial,” he acknowledged softly.

      “I heard you. I saw you come to save me,” Sarial’s voice was as quiet as a whisper. “You were a blinding beacon of light in the darkness. A brilliant golden light, blazing with the intensity of the sun. It’s just the way I’ve seen you in my dreams, Ryl.”

      The mender regarded him with a confused look. Ryl was worried she might have just connected him to the scene of the attack.

      “I'm glad I got to see you before the Harvest,” she said, her weak voice choking with emotion. “It’s always too early, there's never enough time to say the things that need saying. Be the fire that this world desperately needs, Ryl.”

      Sarial struggled to lift her right hand, straining to place it tenderly on the side of Ryl's face.

      “I love you like a son, Ryl,” she gasped out the words. “Until we meet again. My boy.”

      A tiny pained smile tugged up on the corners of her lips. Her arm went limp, falling to her side. Her eye closed as a single tear rolled down her cheek. The tears were streaming from Ryl's eyes like the rain. He leaned his head close, feeling her breath on his cheek.

      “I love you, too, Sarial,” Ryl whispered into her ear. “We'll meet again, Mother.”

      He leaned in close, planting a single delicate kiss on her bruised cheek.

      Ryl looked up at the mender. Both men wiped the tears from their eyes. The mender took a step back, peering around the other side of the divider.

      “And I know, somehow, you had more to do with this than you let on,” Jeffers whispered, forcing a small smile across his tear-streaked face. He placed his hand caringly on Ryl’s shoulder.

      “Whatever it is, your secret’s safe with me, Ryl,” Jeffers said.

      “Watch over her for me, Jeffers,” Ryl pleaded softly.

      The mender looked down at Sarial, his gaze resting on her for longer than normal. Ryl watched the mender with appraising eyes. He’d seen the master and his bodyguard look at her, their eyes hungry, devouring her every feature. Jeffers’ eyes were wrought with conflicting emotions. The emotionally detached mender fought a losing battle against a much more powerful sentiment.

      “I will,” Jeffers whispered, his eyes still locked onto Sarial.

      “And your secret’s safe with me, too, my friend,” Ryl said quietly, patting the mender on the shoulder. Jeffers shook his head as if breaking out of a trance.

      “Now, I must prepare for the inspections,” the mender said woefully. “You’ll be brought back to me this afternoon with the other tributes ready for Harvest. Agents of your sponsors will need to verify your condition before you’re released to their command tomorrow.”

      “Do you know what happens after that?” Ryl inquired. He knew why the tributes were Harvested, not where they were taken after leaving The Stocks.

      “Unfortunately, I don’t know where you’ll end up, Ryl,” Jeffers said, hanging his head at the statement. The mender look deflated. “No one knows except your sponsor and the king’s agents, of course. What happens next is a closely guarded secret, well beyond my station.”

      “I thought as much.” Ryl shrugged.

      He reached out his right hand to the mender. Jeffers looked at it thoughtfully for a moment before reaching out his own. A firm handshake turned quickly evolved into a brief, yet meaningful embrace as the mender pulled Ryl toward him. Jeffers had tears forming in the corners of his eyes as he pushed Ryl back.

      “Ryl, it’s an honor to call you my friend,” Mender Jeffers said, sniffing back the tears that threatened to fall.

      “Likewise, Jeffers,” Ryl said, looking down at the sleeping body of Sarial. “You’ll send for me if she wakes?”

      “I will, Ryl,” the mender said.

      “Thank you, my friend,” Ryl said as he walked backward toward the exit. “Watch over them all for me.”

      Ryl turned and exited the clinic.

      There were a few tributes still milling around the square when Ryl exited the building, their numbers still dwarfed by the amount of guards stationed around the village. All work assignments had ceased in preparation of the Harvest. The square was eerily quiet without the consistent hammer of the blacksmith.

      The top of the palisades had come alive with activity as guards and civilian workers hurried to set up tiered bleachers and chairs for the spectators. The walls would be packed with bodies on the morrow, all positioning to get a glance of the tributes as they were hurried off to their anxious sponsors.

      Ryl spat on the dry ground of the square at the thought. The mass celebration. The show that the Harvest had become. How could these people not see that the tributes were all human, not animals bound for the slaughter? Many of the tributes that would be gathered here were still children.

      There was a crowd forming outside of his common house as he ambled his way across the square. His heart dropped. He knew what was happening. The reality and finality of the situation set in like never before.

      He’d participated in gatherings similar to these for the last eight cycles. The tributes set for Harvest would all gather in a single common house, taking up seats together at the rear of the main room. The balance of the tribute population of The Stocks would file through in a very loose procession to say what could be their final farewells.

      Ryl made his way through the small group nodding politely. The sorrowful and piteous glances were wearing on him already and the day had only just begun.

      The main room of his common house was nearly full as he entered through the slightly charred door. Ryl eased through the crowd to where he saw Laj and Narisi had already started bidding farewell to the only family they had left. They both stopped their conversations as he approached, embracing him in turn.

      “Late to your own party, I see,” Laj joked as Ryl took his place beside him.

      “Sorry, I had to stop in to see Sarial first,” Ryl said soberly.

      “I understand,” Laj said, placing his arm on Ryl's shoulder. “She was heartbroken when she heard the news that you were to be Harvested early.”

      Their conversation was interrupted as the gathered mass of tributes pushed forward to carry on their farewells. All dreaded the event as it signaled the passing of another Harvest cycle, bringing their own one cycle closer.

      Time passed quickly. Soon, morning gave way to afternoon. Ryl appreciated all the tributes as extended family, yet he longed for the informal procession to come to a close. He had brief conversations with his closest friends. All would be gathered here, waiting to spend one final night together before the morrow.

      A sharp knocking on the door cut through the noise in the main room. All heads turned toward the door. A pair of guards entered, visibly uncomfortable at the sheer number of tributes gathered around them.

      “Tributes for Harvest are to report to the clinic immediately for inspection,” the least nervous of the two announced.

      Ryl, Laj and Narisi exchanged glances before moving slowly through the crowd toward the exit. The guards had already retreated from the interior.

      The sun had moved past midday as the trio exited the common house. The pair of guards was joined by a half-dozen others forming a small circle around them as they were escorted across the square to the clinic.

      Feeling the watchful eyes on him, Ryl looked up at the palisades. Mixed in among the workers, he noted three distinct groups watching the small procession from high above.

      Their sponsors.

      Ryl knew nothing virtually nothing of his sponsor. He studied each of the groups with morbid curiosity; they were dressed primarily in the colors of their individual Houses, surrounded by retainers and private guards, each colored like their masters.

      The first gathering was clothed in black and gold that sparkled with untold riches. All of the soldiers and retainers were fawning over the massive man standing in the middle of their small gathering. He was wearing a large triangular hat that sprouted an oversized golden feather. The man, opulent in both dress and stature, leaned his girth forward on the railing of the palisade, his eyes greedily tracking the tributes as they crossed the square.

      At the center of the second group stood a tall slender woman, wearing a deep purple full length dress, accented around the low neckline and sleeves with white. The purple of the dress shimmered in the light as if it were moving on its own, creating a dramatic contrast to her pale alabaster skin. Her arms were crossed tightly across her chest. Though the distance was too great to make out the intricate details of her face, Ryl could clearly see the scowl written across her lips.

      Her hair was arranged in a style that rose upward from her scalp, sparkling from the glut of added jewels. To her side, a guard dressed in white with accents of deep purple stool holding a large parasol over her head to block the sun. A second guard stood to the opposite side gently fanning her with a triangular-shaped fan. The remaining, armed retainers fanned out in a semicircle behind her.

      The third group stood well away from the first two. Unlike the others with their host of retainers and guards, this group was only comprised of two men. The master wore a black cloak, its mild sheen dimly reflecting the light as it billowed gently in the afternoon breeze along with his shoulder-length, dark hair. His torso was covered with a green tunic, the color reminded Ryl of the Erlyn.

      To his side stood a solitary guard, a hooded black cloak pulled up over his head, shrouding his face in darkness. From the distance, Ryl thought the hue of the shadow appeared dark green, hinting at the presence of a mask. The guard pointed in the direction of the tributes, the master nodded, then both turned away, disappearing from his view. The other groups remained hungrily watched the tributes until they disappeared into the clinic.

      Mender Jeffers was waiting for them just inside the entrance to the building. He looked nervous and out of sorts. His hands were in a constant state of fidgeting, incessantly rubbing themselves together. To his side stood three men, each dressed in the traditional long, open white gown of the mender profession. All wore a band of color signifying their allegiance on their left sleeve over their biceps.

      “Let’s get on with this, Mender Jeffers,” snapped the mender wearing the golden arm band. He was an older man, face withered and wrinkled by the passage of time. His thinning grey hair grew long, his face clean-shaven, his thin lips clenched together in a deep scowl.

      “Yes, sir,” Jeffers stuttered. “Guards, please escort the tribute for House Sarnic in. The rest are to wait here until beckoned.”

      Jeffers pointed toward Narisi. Ryl could see her tense as the guard grabbed her arm pulling her into the clinic, followed closely by the mender wearing the gold band. His beady eyes were already inspecting her with the same detachment one would examine a piece of fruit.

      Laj and Ryl stood in uncomfortable silence as the inspection of Narisi commenced. The pair of menders spoke in hushed tones. Every now and again, their eyes would wander to the tributes. Like the first mender, both remaining men were older, their wizened faces showing the distinct signs of age. The man wearing the purple sash had short grey hair that stood in drastic contrast to his black mustache. His sunken eyes viewed the tributes venomously.

      The last of the three menders, wearing the mark of the green House, appeared to be the oldest of the group. Thinning tufts of white hair clung desperately to each side of his head. His eyes were calculating as they inspected the scene before him. The look on his face was that of cold indifference. It chilled Ryl to the core.

      Narisi reappeared with her escort, with Jeffers and the mender from House Sarnic in tow. She had tears in her eyes. The mender left the building without a word.

      “Guards, please escort the tribute back to the common house,” Mender Jeffers ordered. Without stopping, they pulled Narisi out of the building.

      “Mender Gencep, you have seniority. Would you care to be next?” Jeffers asked, motioning to the older of the remaining menders wearing the green arm band.

      “Thank you Mender Jeffers, I would,” Gencep responded in a thin, airy voice before walking into the clinic.

      “Bring in the tribute for House Eligar, please,” Jeffers said as confidently as possible, pointing his finger at Ryl.

      Ryl stepped forward unassisted. Two guards trailed in his wake as he followed the mender into the clinic. Jeffers had reorganized his desk back to its usual meticulous arrangement. Sarial’s bed had been moved further back into the clinic, hidden away behind a wall of partitions. He followed the menders behind the first screen.

      “Let the inspection for H1351+ commence,” Mender Jeffers intoned, marking a note on a small ledger he’d retrieved from his desk. “Let it be noted that the tribute is ready one cycle early for Harvest 1350.”

      Jeffers handed Ryl his treatment, followed by a small cup of water.

      “Final treatment inside The Stocks has been given.” Mender Jeffers made a note in his ledger before turning to Mender Gencep, reiterating the proper dose required to keep the sickness at bay.

      “What happened to the tribute’s arm?” Gencep asked, his monotone voice baring no emotion.

      “There was an accident in the orchard while culling the recent infestation.” Jeffers stumbled through his words. “The tribute fell from a tree, a pretty ugly break. It happened the same day as the testing, so I was able to set it quickly. I’d advise the splint remain on for the next few weeks, as the tribute is still complaining of pain at the break.”

      Ryl briefly caught the eyes of Jeffers, nodding his head ever so slightly in thanks. Mender Jeffers was perceptive as always. Somehow, the clever mender knew that Ryl no longer needed the splint, yet he’d acted to keep it in Ryl’s possession.

      Mender Gencep replied with a grunt, pinching his eyes together slightly, pursing his lips. He reached into his gown extracting a similar leather-bound ledger to which he quickly added a note before returning it from where it came.

      The physical examination that followed was embarrassing, yet thankfully brief. Ryl was made to strip, removing everything including his splint, which Mender Jeffers carefully collected as he removed it. He was poked and prodded while being surveyed by the apathetic eyes of Mender Gencep. His arm had long since healed, yet he winced in mock pain as the old mender felt his left forearm.

      “Where did you get this tattoo on your chest tribute?” Gencep inquired. “I’ve never seen skills the like.”

      “Looks like us tributes are skilled at more than just picking weeds,” Ryl said politely. “Sir.”

      Gencep paused briefly, staring at Ryl, his emotionless face not flinching a muscle. He went about finishing his examination without another word or question. The visual examination concluded, Ryl dressed as quickly as he could, graciously strapping the splint back to his arm.

      “See to it that the tribute sustains no further injuries, Mender,” Gencep said forcefully in the first show of emotion from the aging mender. “Lord Eligar is already less than pleased with the damage that has been sustained to this point.”

      “Yes, Mender Gencep,” Jeffers said, clearly shaken at the directness of the elder mender.

      Gencep turned and stormed from the room without further comment.

      “Please escort the tribute back to the common house,” Jeffers said quietly to the guards. He caught Ryl’s eyes briefly, the discomfort clearly visible. Mender Jeffers turned to his desk, making a show of straightening papers that were already stacked in immaculately arranged piles.

      A tug on the shoulder turned Ryl around as they led him from the clinic back to the square. He walked with his head down back to the common house. The finality had sunk in.

      Ryl would never again have the opportunity to talk to his friend.
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      Having said his farewell to the bulk of the tributes in The Stocks, the common house was far less crowded upon his return. The sun was falling rapidly toward the western palisade when the last mourner exited the main room. Narisi bade Ryl and Laj a tearful farewell before retiring from the common house to spend the remainder of her time in The Stocks with her closest friends. Ryl and Laj had been close for cycles, sharing many of the same friends, so the pair remained together in the common house. They joined their companions who’d waited patiently for the crowd to subside.

      Without interruption, the group of friends spent the remainder of the day enjoying each other’s company for the last time. Quinlen had snuck in two small casks of his ale. While still harsh on the palate, it was a vast improvement over the first sampling he’d tried. Ryl’s contribution to the party was the remainder of his bottle of Milstead Rye. Quinlen had tears in his eyes after his first sip of the quality liquor.

      Gentle giant Zed had been relatively quiet, lost in thought. Ryl expected he was still internalizing the disturbing events of the morning. His eyes frequently had tears in them as they reminisced about times past.

      Odus and Rikel had secreted away a small stash of dried venison. The pair worked to fill the group’s empty stomachs with a savory stew using any of the ingredients they could scrounge from the meager kitchen. The delicious meal was filling, yet a far cry from the culinary wonders Sarial could create from a similar lack of resources. Her missing presence was noted by all.

      Ryl finally had the opportunity to catch up with the twins and Luan. They had all been relieved to learn of his faked death. Ryl chuckled at the tale of Tash and Palon having to hold Luan back from hunting down sub-master Millis when the truth of the ruse came to light. Luan tried her best to keep a smile on her face throughout the evening; she and Ryl had grown close over the last cycle. He cared for her like a sister, a feeling he knew she reciprocated. The observant and compassionate young Elora, whether she knew previously of Luan’s pregnancy or not, was by her side constantly, doting over her every need.

      Tash was his normal energetic self, joyfully entertaining the group with his stories. Palon, true to form, sat silently, observing all that happened around the room. From the time Ryl had returned to the common house, young Aelin had clung to his side like a lost puppy.

      Throughout the evening, the friends found the time to have private conversations. Tears were shed, laughs were shared and wishes were made. Ryl found the hope he had been clinging to like a buoy flagged and swelled by the conversations. These were his friends. These were his brothers and sisters. Would this be the last time he saw them? He had to believe it was not.

      The night had grown late. Aelin had fallen asleep, his head on Ryl’s leg. Likewise, Elora slept peacefully, curled up with her head on Luan’s lap, the older tribute gently stroking her hair. Ryl looked around at the group of friends gathered before him, savoring the moment for the last time. He’d noticed the discreet yawns his friends had been stifling for hours. He cleared his throat, calling the others to attention.

      “It’s getting late. I can see sleep calling to more than just the little ones,” Ryl said, smiling and motioning to Aelin and Elora. “I should get some sleep, too. Don’t want to be late for my own Harvest in the morning.”

      The remark elicited a few weak chuckles.

      “I wanted to say one last thing,” Ryl said, steadying his voice as best he could. “I’ve come to love all of you over the cycles. You’ve been the most loyal friends and the only true brothers and sisters I’ve ever had. When I think about my family, they’re your faces I see in my mind.”

      All eyes in the room, including Ryl’s, brimmed with tears.

      “I’ll not say goodbye forever,” Ryl said, his voice growing stronger and more confident as he continued. He felt his blood begin to boil, the raw emotion pouring out of him.

      “This may be farewell for now,” he said. “But as long as there is still blood flowing in my veins, I will fight with everything I have until the day we are reunited.”

      As the echo of his words subsided, so too did the uncontrolled emotion. He felt his blood cool. The room was rapt in silence.

      “I see that look again in your eyes, Ryl,” Luan said, her voice shaking as she fought off the sobs. “Everyone’s seen it now. It is the same intensity, the same burning determination you had the night you fought the sub-master. It still terrifies me … but I’ve seen the power that conviction holds. If you say it, I’m inclined to believe you.”

      She rose to her feet, moving her way over to Ryl.

      “And I’ll hold you to it,” she whispered into his ear.

      “I’ll miss you terribly, Ryl,” Luan said, throwing her arms around him and squeezing him tight. She pulled her head back far enough to plant a gentle kiss on his cheek.

      “Until we meet again, my brother,” she sobbed, placing her hand on his cheek. Her fingers slid off slowly. She turned with her head in her hands walking slowly to the stairs. Elora ran to Ryl’s side, giving him a tight hug before hurrying after Luan.

      The rest of the tributes followed suit one by one. There wasn’t a dry eye left as they said their final goodbyes before the morning Harvest. Being well past curfew, the tributes from other common houses had all found quarter in Ryl’s. He was leaning down to pick up Aelin, who’d fallen asleep again after his short speech, when Palon approached quietly. His normally deadpan eyes had moisture swelling in their corners. He placed his hand on Ryl’s shoulder, whispering as he leaned in close.

      “It wasn’t until you spoke that I realized the light I could see in my mind was you,” Palon said softly. “This time it was blinding. This world is a better place for all of us because you’re in it. Never stop fighting, my brother.”

      With a gentle squeeze of his shoulder, Palon turned, hastening after Tash.

      Ryl stood motionless for a moment, lost in thought. Palon, to some extent, had acknowledged the blossoming of his own skills. How far would he be able to develop them by himself? He scooped up the sleeping Aelin. The young boy wrapped his arms around his neck as he carried him up the stairs to the room they shared.

      Aelin stirred at the creaking of the hinges. Ryl laid him down gently on his pallet before moving to his own. A pallet he’d sleep on for the last time. He removed his splint, letting his arm breathe, storing it carefully in his pack.

      “Ryl, I don’t want you to go,” the quiet sobbing voice of Aelin cut through the silence. “Why do you have to go so soon?”

      Ryl crossed the room, sitting down on the floor, resting his back on the side of Aelin’s bed. In less than a cycle, the boy had seen his family murdered before his eyes—a tragedy that nearly killed him in the process. He was dragged screaming to imprisonment within The Stocks … and now he’d have to watch as he lost one of his few friends to the Harvest.

      “It’s not fair. None of it’s fair, Aelin,” Ryl said softly. “I wish we had more time.”

      Behind him, Aelin sobbed quietly into his arm.

      “Believe in what I said before,” Ryl said compassionately. “Never lose hope, Aelin. The people that put you here, that put all of us here, seek to steal that from us. They covet it more than any elixir. Yet if you hold firm, it is the one thing they can never have.”

      Aelin draped his arm around Ryl’s shoulder.

      “Hold on to the hope. One day you’ll hear the guards announce, a tribute at the gates,” Ryl said, the fire growing inside his veins. “On that day, I’ll be there to wrench the gates from their hinges and tear down the palisades stone by stone.”

      Over his shoulder, Aelin mumbled in agreement. The boy’s breathing fell into a regular, steady pattern as sleep took hold again. Not wanting to disturb his young friend, Ryl remained by his bedside. It wasn’t long before sleep took its hold on him as well.

      The nightmare began immediately after his eyes closed.

      Ryl stood surrounded by the same semicircle of figures. Their faces showed no emotion yet hatred poured forth, crashing into him like waves on the shore. This time, he turned to study the faces, closing his eyes, focusing on locating the telltale signs of the tributes. One by one, he saw the orbs flicker into existence, fragile at first, growing stronger with every passing moment. He opened his eyes, scanning the impassive faces of the crowd.

      Scattered throughout, the familiar smiling faces of his friends faded into view, replacing the foreign visages. He saw the twins standing side by side. Luan was nearby holding the hand of Elora. Zed loomed over the crowd. He saw Quinlen, Odus and Rikel. One by one, the remaining faces were replaced by those of the tributes he’d known for cycles. The oppressive feeling of animosity quickly diminished with the appearance of each familiar countenance until fading entirely. Though feeble, he noted the feeling of welcome creep through.

      The gate shuddered and groaned as it slowly swung open. The ear-piercing wail that accompanied it sounded different, as if it were wrought with fear, not agony. The gates slammed open with a reverberating thud that Ryl felt pulse through his body. As abruptly as it had started, the wailing ceased. This time, the infinite blackness inside the gate seethed with not one, but a multitude of clawed hands and featureless faces that pushed outward, teeth gnashing with fury.

      Sarial was one of the last of his friends to appear in the crowd, replacing the featureless form standing in the front row directly behind him. She reached her right arm to her side, guiding Aelin past her toward Ryl. He strode confidently forward, smiling up at Ryl as he moved closer to the coursing blackness inside the gate. The frenzy inside the void increased in intensity, reaching a frantic, fevered pitch.

      Aelin paused less than a pace from the writhing wall of shadow. He slowly rotated his head to both sides observing the whole of the inky blackness. He reached his right arm forward, pointer finger outstretched. His hand hesitated a moment within an inch of the black mass. With a gentle motion, Aelin tapped the tip of his finger onto the rolling darkness.

      Spreading outward from his touch, like a ripple over water, the darkness froze. Hands, faces and the blackness surrounding them solidified like crystals of ice. Aelin turned, a satisfied grin across his face, and walked back to the crowd taking his spot beside Sarial. He reached up to grasp her waiting hand.

      Ryl felt a tingling sensation building in his core, spreading rapidly until it covered every inch of his body. He held his hands up in front of his face to examine them. They were radiating a soft golden glow. He looked down. The entirety of his body was glowing, its intensity increasing gradually. The blackness that surrounded the crowd lightened, the familiar shapes of Cadsae became clearer. He could make out the outlines of the common houses, the Master’s House and clinic, the smithy.

      The hands and faces inside the blackness of the gate—the gate that, to this point, had remained disembodied—took shape as they were silhouetted against a lightened backdrop. Ryl recognized the shapes immediately. They were the grotesque warriors of the Outland Horde that he’d battled in the visions of Caprien.

      The tingling in his hands intensified into a searing pain. Instinctively, he brought his hands out to his sides, thrusting them forward, slamming them together in front of his body. There was a deafening clap of thunder as his hands met, both heard and felt. From his right hand, a gale of wind; from his left, a torrent of blinding white light. The light and the wind twisted into a beam that erupted from his hands, tearing through the frozen blackness, shattering it like glass, propelling it backward with the ceaseless fury of a storm.

      The exterior gate folded and shattered under the force of the onslaught, the giant doors tearing from their hinges. The blackness and the hateful seething masses that had inhabited its dark domain were washed out of the open doors, leaving only a lingering feeling of their presence.

      Ryl opened his eyes, blinking away the vision as he reoriented himself with his small room. How long he’d slept sitting against Aelin’s bed, he couldn’t be sure. The boy still slumbered peacefully behind him, arm still draped over his shoulder. Ryl was wide awake. He couldn’t have slept for long, yet he felt refreshed, every sense heightened.

      He spent a moment thinking about the dream. It was so real. He still felt the tingling in his hands, his ears rung from the deafening sound of thunder. What had Aelin done? What had he done?

      Gently, he slid out from under the boy’s arm, stretching quietly as he crossed the narrow room to his pallet. The muffled sound of movement from the hallway signaled that his time had nearly run out.

      He opened his small pack, carefully emptying its contents onto his bed. A small water skin, his splint with the hidden supply of treatments, the Leaves and the cloak of the ancient phrenic comprised the total of his worldly possessions. He unfolded the cloak, wanting to look at it one more time before packing it back up.

      The feel of the hallowed fabric in his hands triggered a desire that overwhelmed his senses. The power that coursed through his veins excited at the touch of the cloak. In that instant, his mind was made up. It was time.

      A phrenic would once again walk in The Stocks.

      Ryl reverently slid into the cloak, feeling the surge of heat flow through his veins. He steadied his breathing, reining in his mounting emotions that threatened to break free. He could ill afford to lose control now. He carefully lashed the splint with the Leaves and hidden treatments back onto his arm. Feeling more secure with them against his skin, he repacked his water skin and shouldered the small pack. There was a quiet knock on the door. Aelin stirred in his sleep.

      “Ryl, Aelin,” Luan called softly from outside. “The guards are here. They’re gathering everyone outside.”

      Ryl’s heart began racing. He heard Luan choke back a quiet sob.

      “Ryl, it’s time to go.”
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      Ryl gently woke Aelin. The young boy was already sobbing by the time they reached the door. Luan had waited for them, her eyes red and puffy, her face streaked with the salty residue from previous tears. She immediately enveloped Ryl in a tight embrace.

      “What are you wearing?” she asked curiously.

      “It’s just something I came across in my travels,” Ryl said with a smile. Luan cocked her head slightly to the side, studying him for a moment.

      “Well, it looks good on you,” she said. “Come, Aelin, will you walk with me?”

      The young boy’s sob grew in intensity. Ryl knelt down before him, placing both his hand on Aelin’s shoulders, looking him directly in the eyes.

      “Aelin, please go with Luan,” Ryl said compassionately. “Remember well what we talked about last night. Hope. Never lose hope. We will meet again one day.”

      Ryl stood, jostling Aelin’s shaggy hair with his hand. The young boy threw himself into Ryl’s legs, wrapping him in an abnormally powerful squeeze. Ryl hugged him back, tears again leaking from his eyes.

      “Take care of them for me, Aelin,” Ryl whispered. The boy gave him a final squeeze in response.

      Luan took Aelin by the hand, leading him down the hallway to the stairs. Ryl followed a step behind. The main room was empty save for his friends and a solitary guard leaning casually against the door frame. He immediately recognized the man.

      Cavlin.

      Ryl stopped before his group of friends, embracing each of them for the last time. Cavlin cleared his throat.

      “I’m sorry to break this up,” the guard intoned, genuinely remorseful. “Normally, I’d be all for making the sponsors squirm. It’s a serious bunch this cycle, and they’re getting antsy. Everyone’s waiting on you now. The rest of you head out first. Ryl, you stay with me.”

      Ryl met the eyes of each of his friends one last time. He whispered a single word with a smile.

      “Hope.”

      One by one, his friends turned and filed out of the common house.

      The door closed behind them with a thud that echoed through the empty room. Ryl closed his eyes, breathed deep, and held it in for a moment before slowly exhaling. He reached up, pulling the hood of the cloak over his head.

      “Ha,” Cavlin laughed abruptly. “They’re gonna hate that. Nicely done, Ryl.”

      He clapped Ryl on the shoulder twice.

      “I’ll follow you,” Cavlin said

      Ryl strode forward with all the confidence he could muster. He’d seen the Harvest proceedings cycle after cycle, yet this one was to be different. He stepped through the doorway of the common house into a square that bustled with activity. The tributes were packed together in a large group, flanked on all sides by rows of guards. Standing several paces in front of them, Laj and Narisi were surrounded by a second semicircle of guards. Aside from the occasional muted sob, the square was silent. The sorrow in the air was palpable.

      The upper walkway of the palisades radiated an entirely different emotion. The bleachers were brimming with nobles and commoners alike, reveling in a fair-like atmosphere. The occasional distinguishable laugh cut through the din of the spectators. Ryl searched the crowd, quickly locating the three groups of sponsors. The gold and purple parties were seated next to each other, servants dressed in the colors of their Houses attending to their every need. As was with the previous day, Ryl’s sponsor, Lord Eligar, stood apart from the others. Only the lord and masked guard watched from the wall. Even from the distance, he could feel their eyes were trained on him.

      He walked confidently into the crowd. The tributes made a small aisle for him and Cavlin as he made his way toward his fellow Harvests. He scanned the crowd, meeting eyes with every one of his friends that he could find. Mender Jeffers stood at the doorway to the clinic. He waved a final subtle farewell. From both sides of the crowd of tributes, Ryl felt several waves of raw emotion sweep over him. Heartbreak. Agony. There was no way to determine who they came from; all in the crowd were reeling from their upcoming loss.

      Ryl came to a stop alongside Laj. He flashed a smile at his friends from under the hood of his cloak. Laj and Narisi did their best to stand strong and proud with varying degrees of success. Laj looked defiantly forward, fists clenched into tight balls. Narisi was shaking. Ryl focused, sending a wave of calm. She hesitated, looking momentarily confused before rolling her shoulders back, standing taller in the face of the uncertainty.

      The hinges of the gates moaned in protest as they opened up wide enough to allow Captain Le'Dral, sub-master Millis and Lieutenant Moyan to pass through. The heavy wooden doors quickly slammed closed behind them. The sub-master and lieutenant took up positions on either side of the massive doors. The captain, the new Master of The Stocks, continued forward, stopping a dozen steps from where Ryl and the other Harvests stood.

      The captain turned to face the palisades, making an announcement in a voice that projected over the crowd.

      “Hello, one and all,” the captain announced. “Welcome to the Harvest.”

      There was a cheer from those assembled on the wall. Missing from the captain’s voice was any hint of the flamboyant showmanship that Master Delsith reveled in. Those who came for a show were bound to be disappointed.

      “Cycle 1350 has cultivated three tributes ready for Harvest.” Captain Le’Dral waved his hand in the general direction of Ryl and the others.

      “Tribute H1350, House Sarnic,” Captain Le'Dral announced, pointing to Narisi. There was a cheer from the group wearing the gold on the wall. The rotund Lord Sarnic, gold sparkling in the early morning light, jumped to his feet with surprising agility, gloating and clapping like a child for a present.

      Narisi crumbled to her knees at the announcement. The guards behind her grabbed her under each arm, dragging her sobbing body toward the gate. The fight had left her. Her struggling ceased. All that remained was an empty shell.

      Ryl’s blood began to heat, surging through his veins. He could have the Leaves in his hands in an instant, confident they would heed his call. How many could he cut down before he was dispatched? He knew that, in the end, it would be a futile attempt and be the cause of more harm to befall the remaining tributes.

      The guards dragging the now still body of Narisi reached the gate.

      “A tribute at the gates,” one of the guards at her side called out, loud enough for all to hear.

      In response, the great doors swung open, wide enough for Narisi and her escorts to enter before swallowing them up behind them.

      “Tribute H1350, House Villais,” the voice of Captain Le'Dral announced as soon as the echo from the slamming gate ceased reverberating through the square.

      “Wish me luck, my brother,” Laj whispered. “I hope we meet again.”

      “As do I, my brother,” Ryl whispered in response.

      The guards grabbed Laj by the arms, propelling him forward. Unlike Narisi, he was able to maintain his feet as he was pushed forward toward the gate. As before, the call rang out.

      “A tribute at the gates,” the guard shouted.

      In an instant, the black maw of the gate had swallowed his friend whole.

      “Tribute H1351+, House Eligar. Harvested one cycle early,” Captain Le'Dral announced to the crowd.

      Ryl didn't wait to be led by his escorts. Stepping forward, he walked confidently toward the captain. The cheers from the crowd quieted as he moved purposefully toward the new Master of The Stocks. He could hear the footsteps of Cavlin and the other guard at his back.

      He stopped a pace from Captain Le'Dral. The raucous crowd now sat forward in their chairs in eager anticipation, ears straining to hear any conversation that might occur. All was silent in The Stocks.

      “Farewell, Captain,” Ryl said in a voice soft enough so that only the captain could hear. The captain looked Ryl up and down, a profound sense of curiosity and a hint of sadness written across his face.

      “You’re their master now,” Ryl continued quietly. “Please treat them with the respect they deserve.”

      “I will, Ryl,” Captain Le'Dral responded honestly.

      The silent crowd watching the proceedings with muted curiosity let out a collective gasp at the captain’s next action. The act, in and of itself, was so mundane that in virtually any other situation it wouldn’t have been worth noting. Yet in The Stocks, he felt its significance reverberate, shaking the very foundation of the palisades.

      Le'Dral extended his hand to Ryl. The two shook hands, not as master and tribute, but as men. Their eyes were locked throughout the exchange. Captain Le’Dral inclined his head slightly, releasing his grasp.

      “Guard, I'll escort the tribute from here,” Captain Le'Dral ordered the guard that accompanied Cavlin.

      Captain Le'Dral walked at Ryl's side, Cavlin a step behind as they closed the distance to the main gate. Ryl scanned the silent crowd gathered atop the palisades. Their faces were locked in expressions of shock and revulsion, too stunned to make a sound. He located Lord Eligar standing with his guard, arms crossed, watching his every step. Ryl caught a hint of what appeared to be a devious grin cross his face. The emotion was quashed immediately. The lord turned abruptly, cloak flowing out to his side as he strode out of sight.

      The gate loomed tall in front of him. He felt a chill surge through his body as recollections of the previous night’s dream inserted themselves into his mind. Flanking either side of the gate, sub-master Millis and Lieutenant Moyan stood like statues. Ryl met the eyes of Millis, a small smile curled up the corners of the sub-master’s lips. He nodded his head subtly, the lieutenant on the other side followed suit.

      They stopped a few paces out from the massive gates. After a moment, Captain Le’Dral took a step forward. For the third and final time of the day, the call rang out.

      “A tribute at the gates.” Captain Le’Dral’s snarling voice penetrated the silence that had fallen over The Stocks.

      With a shudder and creak, the gigantic doors sluggishly parted. Le’Dral placed his hand on Ryl’s shoulder, giving it a gentle fatherly squeeze.

      “Farewell, Ryl,” the captain whispered.

      “Thank you, sir,” Ryl said, nodding his head slightly to Captain Le’Dral.

      For a moment, the darkness between the massive doors was as thick and impenetrable as in his dream. It quickly resolved into the dimly-lit interior chamber that he’d been led through eight cycles earlier.

      Le’Dral remained where he stood as Ryl took a step forward. Cavlin followed in his wake. He paused as he reached the threshold of the gate, turning his head back, savoring the last view of what had been the only home he remembered. It was with mixed emotions that he looked back upon Cadsae for the last time. It was a despicable society that held the tributes there against their will, forcing them into a life that was generally wrought with pain, yet it was his home.

      The tributes were his family.

      He found his friends grouped together. He smiled, the feeling of love washing over him. He focused, sending out a wave of emotion to the gathered tributes.

      Hope.

      Ryl sighed, turned his head away and stepped through the gate.
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      The doors of the massive gate closed with a jarring finality. The thud echoed throughout the enclosed courtyard. The expansive interior between the gates was dimly lit in a wavering light by lanterns hung on both walls. Lining the exterior gate was a row of soldiers. Unlike the guards inside The Stocks, these all carried steel blades strapped to their hips.

      A small group awaited their arrival just in front of the soldiers. Cavlin placed his hand on the back of Ryl’s shoulder, gently propelling him forward. Ryl recognized three in the group. The others were unknown to him. One was a plain-clothed man, a clearly forced apologetic look on his face. The other stranger was dressed in the finery of a noble, his black shirt and pants embossed with white trim and jewels that sparkled even in the low, inconsistent light of the interior chamber. Ryl felt hatred seething out of the stranger’s every pore.

      Lord Eligar stood in the same unamused pose with his arms crossed firmly in front of him. His bodyguard, hand on the hilt of his sword, stood a step behind his left shoulder. Mender Gencep, who was in discussion with the other two men, stopped mid-conversation as Ryl approached.

      The lord was a taller than average man, standing nearly half a head above Ryl. He was handsome. His flawless tanned skin and slim athletic build were accentuated by an air of confidence. His emotionless face felt out of place, as if it took effort to not maintain a casual smile.

      “Well, it looks like you managed the night without incurring further damage to my lord’s property,” Mender Gencep said spitefully to the other two members of the group. Ryl felt his blood start to boil at the word.

      Property.

      He was no one’s property.

      “Yes, yes, again, I’m terribly sorry for the inconvenience,” sniveled the plain-clothed man.

      The well-dressed man glared at Ryl. The look of disgust on his face grew as his eyes looked him up and down. He motioned for a guard standing behind him.

      “Bind him for travel,” the man hissed.

      A guard standing along the gate stepped forward, two pairs of metal shackles dangling ominously from his hand. Ryl tensed at the sight. Cavlin, placed a hand on his shoulder, shaking his head slightly.

      “Stop,” Mender Gencep cried forcefully. “Sir Maklan, your guards have done enough damage. My lord’s guard will prepare the tribute for transport.”

      “As you wish,” the well-dressed stranger replied with a small bow.

      Lord Eligar raised one hand from his chest, absently motioning to the guard standing behind him as if ordering food from a servant.

      For the first time, Ryl was able to get a closer look at the lord’s personal guard. He wore a similar cloak to that of his lord, although his was undoubtedly made from less precious fabric. His loose-fitting dark green tunic had accents of black on the collar, elbows and wrists. The accompanying black pants were plain, tucked into lightweight boots. A short sword hung from his left hip, a smaller blade was strapped to his right.

      The hood of his cloak was still raised, casting a shadow over his face. From this distance, Ryl could see that his face was covered in a rigid dark green mask, black-painted lines accentuated its sharp features. The only visible aspects of the face hidden below were the eyes. The penetrating stare of the hazel orbs bored into him, yet somehow Ryl felt familiarity in the gaze.

      The House Eligar guard took the shackles, clamping them first to Ryl’s ankles then moving up to his hands. Ryl looked down at his feet. The heavy chain that connected the metal around his ankles was far shorter than a full stride. He’d have to shuffle to walk. The guard removed the pack containing Ryl's belongings, tossing the strap carelessly over his shoulder. He clamped the first shackle onto his right wrist before moving with the chain around Ryl’s back.

      “Careful with that shackle on the left arm,” Mender Gencep snapped. “The master here had difficulty preserving the quality of this one.”

      The shackle clamped down on his left wrist, locking with the twist of a key. The metal grip had been set slightly looser on his left side, though tight enough still that his hand wouldn’t be able to slide out. Without thinking, Ryl focused the woodskin on his ankles and wrists, dulling the sensation of the heavy metal biting into his skin.

      “Is it safe to assume your Lordship received the missive related to the processing facility?” Sir Maklan inquired. “We have a carriage ready to take the tribute to the main facility near Leremont. I believe that is the closest one to your estate.”

      “No, sir, it is not safe to assume anything,” Lord Eligar, who had been silent to this point responded. His voice sounded incomprehensibly both bored and angered at the same time. “Yet I received your missive. With all due respect, after the significant damage my tribute has sustained, you’ll understand that I’m hesitant to release him back into your care.”

      Sir Maklan opened his mouth to speak. Lord Eligar cut him off.

      “I will, however, accept the use of your carriage as far as the port,” Lord Eligar continued. “My guard will ride with him to ensure there are no more accidents under your watch. We will sail to the Isle of Mattume, off the coast of Leremont. The annual festivities surrounding the celebration of their patron saint Ede begins in a few days’ time. I’d be remiss to miss it. After all, it is my island.”

      Lord Eligar brushed aside a stray lock of hair that had blown into his face.

      “I’ve had a special cell built into my frigate. Steel reinforced walls, strong enough to hold a giant, this scrap won’t so much as scratch them,” Lord Eligar bragged. “He’ll be under constant supervision. I have nearly two full companies of soldiers onboard and enough cannons to level a city. I’ll have him delivered to the processing facility within a moon. Now, if you please, I’m eager to catch the tide.”

      “Very well, Lord Eligar,” Maklan said with a bow. “Guards, assist the lord with transportation of his property to the docks. I’d be negligent in my duties if you didn’t allow me, at least, the favor of sending one of my guards along with you for the trip.” The guards along the exterior gate began working the chain. The gates creaked as they slowly swung outward.

      “I assure you, that is not necessary,” Lord Eligar retorted.

      “Consider it an apology of sorts,” Maklan said with a grin. “And a personal favor from the king. You will be compensated for the burden of his travel once you arrive at the processing facility.”

      “Very well,” the lord sighed. Maklan bowed at the waist, motioning to a guard that stood along the wall behind him.

      “Lord Eligar, the tribute is hereby released to your care,” Sir Maklan stated officially. “We’ll be awaiting your arrival at the predetermined processing facility within the moon.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Eligar grumbled, motioning for the guard and mender as he turned toward the opened exterior gate. “We take our leave, now.”

      The bodyguard from House Eligar wrapped his hand around Ryl’s upper right arm like a vise. Ryl turned his head to the right. The haunting green mask hovered close to his face. Behind the masked man, Cavlin smiled, nodding his head farewell before turning on his heel heading back toward the interior gate.

      The city outside the gate looked smaller and less foreboding than when Ryl had been deposited here so many cycles earlier. He’d grown up since then, his mind and body hardened from a brutal life lived in servitude. The insults and hatred that spewed from the gathered crowd rolled off his skin like droplets of rain on a leaf. Well-dressed nobles mingled with bedraggled commoners; the vastly differing groups in concordance in their irrational hatred of the tributes.

      Directly outside the massive doors, blocking the view of the street, sat a black and green carriage, ornately decorated but modestly sized. A single driver and horse waited anxiously for their lord’s return, both on edge due to the large crowds that swelled outside the ring of soldiers. Without a look back, Lord Eligar grabbed the pristinely-polished railing, vaulting into the small enclosed carriage. Mender Gencep followed much less gracefully, closing the door behind him. He lowered the silky green fabric that acted as a curtain, disappearing from view.

      The sight of the carriage behind Lord Eligar’s made Ryl’s heart skip a beat. Unlike the surrounding city, the black carriage looked as intimidating now as it had when he was a child. His palms began to sweat. He hesitated, shuffling his shackled feet forward, forcing the bodyguard to squeeze his arm tighter as he dragged him around the side of the carriage. How many other terrified, confused and broken children had this same devilish wooden box delivered to these gates?

      The thought sparked a fire that surged through his veins. The power in his body called out for release, pleaded for him to give in. Ryl squinted his eyes shut with all his might, focusing to silence the urge to fight. Now was not the time, it would be suicide. The sheer number of guards would roll over him like an avalanche.

      The bodyguard dragged him to the back of the carriage where a second guard from Cadsae held the door ajar. Ryl was folded over the floor of the carriage, his face inches from the putrid-smelling floor. The foul scent sparked a visceral urge to vomit. He swallowed the bile that threatened to escape. Lord Eligar’s guard lifted his legs, pushing Ryl all the way into the carriage. He slid painfully across the coarse wooden slats of the floor. The masked guard leaped easily into the carriage. The door slammed shut behind them, plunging the room into darkness.

      From his place on the floor, the sudden lurch as the carriage jumped forward thankfully only caused his stomach to churn. He recalled the pain from the falls he had taken as a child like they’d just happened. He propped himself up, leaning his back against the edge of the seat. He could barely make out the silhouette of the guard, seated silently at the rear of the carriage. An occasional beam of light would streak through the small gaps in the wall, illuminating a sliver of his masked face before vanishing again into darkness.

      The guard remained silent throughout the, thankfully, short travel to the docks. The only sounds that accompanied his thoughts were the clatter of hooves and rumble of the wheels on the cobblestone streets. Ryl heard the driver call out as he reined in the horses.

      The door to the carriage swung open. Ryl blinked, adjusting his eyes to the blinding light. The air, laden with the thick smell of salt and fish, was a relief after the overpowering stench of the carriage. The bodyguard grabbed Ryl by the arm as he slid his legs over the edge of the carriage, yanking him out from within.

      A group of mounted guards had followed the carriages to the docks, now providing a barrier from the growing crowd that had followed them to the water. Ryl shuffled along with Lord Eligar’s guard as he rounded the carriage, and his eyes went wide at the sight of the port in front of him.

      Growing up in his small secluded village, Ryl had never seen the sea before he was taken to The Stocks. Ships of all sizes lined the piers stretching out in both directions, workers carrying supplies hurried both to and from the moored vessels. Exquisitely dressed men and women, followed by servants bearing their luggage, pushed through the crowds, plotting the shortest course to their berths. Seagulls cawed as they floated on the breeze or jockeyed for the scraps of fish discarded by the fishermen.

      Ahead of him, Lord Eligar strode easily up the narrow ramp to the frigate. Two guards dressed in a similar fashion to his escort stood menacingly on either side. Mender Gencep was in discussion with an official-looking man off to the side of the ramp, Maklan’s guard stood at his side.

      Lord Eligar’s frigate was far and away the largest boat Ryl had ever seen. He guessed that it stretched nearly seventy-five meters from bow to stern. Three masts stretched into the sky, towering above the deck, their dark green sails furled. Evenly-spaced gun ports displayed the muzzles of their canons like bared teeth.

      Ryl shuffled his feet awkwardly as he ascended the slick ramp. The inconveniently short chain connecting the shackles on his legs made it a perilous climb. The gentle rolling of the calm water was a new sensation that immediately threatened to turn his already irritated stomach inside out.

      The main deck was alive with crew members rapidly readying the frigate for departure. Aside from the masked guard that escorted him and the two on the dock, Ryl had seen no other sign of the nearly two companies of soldiers that the lord had claimed were onboard.

      He was directed to the stern of the vessel, down a near vertical ladder into the gun deck of the ship. Two lines of cannons stood on guard should the need arise. They passed another pair of sailors, who gave them a wide berth as they descended a second ladder, ending in a small walkway. Toward the bow, a closed door blocked their passage; toward the stern, the short walkway held a pair of doors on each side. A small lantern securely mounted to a sconce on the wall provided dim light for their passage. The air on this level smelled stale and musty from the continuously wet wood of the hull.

      Continuing on toward the stern of the ship, they made their way down the hall to the final door on the right. The door stood ajar, a key waiting in its metal lock. With a push far gentler than Ryl expected, he was propelled into the room deep enough for the door to be closed with a hollow thump behind him. He heard the metallic scrape and click of the key turning in the lock, followed by the receding muted footsteps of the masked guard.

      Ryl’s cell was dark, lit only by the flickering light from the hallway that crept under the large crack at the bottom of the door. He leaned back on the door, resting for a few moments and giving his eyes time to adjust to the dim light. His cell was less than half the size of his room in the common house and completely barren save for a tattered hammock hanging between the wall with the door and what he assumed to be the ship’s hull.

      He sat down on the edge of the hammock, the ropes groaning in protest with his added weight. Laying back, he worked the chain from the fetters around his wrists down his legs before swinging it over his feet. With his range of motion greatly increased, he took to continuing his exploration of his minimalistic cell.

      Ryl knocked on the walls of the room. With the exception of the outer hull, they all sounded hollow, not what he’d expected for a steel reinforced cage like the lord had told the official. Where, too, were the two companies, nearly two hundred soldiers that he’d promised to have standing guard? The ship was eerily quiet for containing a population that size.

      He began to doubt the accuracy of the lord’s statements. Why would he have lied? Was it to pacify Ryl, or the representative from the king? And if the statements were, indeed, a deception, what was their purpose? The lord had in his possession the key to long life, endless power and riches at his fingertips. What game was he playing?

      Ryl’s was so lost in his thoughts that he barely noticed the floor lurch slightly under his feet, signaling the start of their voyage. He stood for a moment, feeling the mild, yet uneasy roll of the ship as it moved over the water. Even with his newly-inherited agility, he found difficulty maintaining his balance with the constraining shackles around his ankles. He sat down on the hammock. The gentle swaying was mildly soothing. He pulled the hood back from his head, laid down on the hammock and closed his eyes.

      The gentle rocking of the frigate became more pronounced as they made their way further from Cadsae. Ryl’s stomach rose and fell in time with the swells. Aside from the muffled shouts and commands from the sailors above, the interior of the vessel was devoid of human noise. He squeezed his eyes shut and focused on his breathing in an attempt to retain the contents of his nearly empty stomach.

      After a time, he nodded off. Ryl had no concept of how long he’d slept, awakening to calm seas and a settled stomach. The distinct reality set in. For the first time in over eight cycles, Ryl had left The Stocks. Just as he had arrived in a cell, so too did he leave in one. He thought about the tributes, those that had become his friends, his adopted family. Tears threatened to roll from his eyes. He was headed to an uncertain destiny, while they were still prisoners of the same torturous system. Bound to toil in labor until they, too, were plucked from all they knew, to the cheers of the raucous crowd.

      He felt the familiar heat building in his veins at the thought; his emotion stoking the fire in his blood. His mind reacted with a state of perfect clarity. He was certain the lord had lied about his guard, lied about his reinforced cell. If there were truly only a handful of guards on the boat, there would be no stopping him. Even if there were more, the close quarters would allow for only a single guard to engage him at a time. Ryl could see the movements of Caprien, feel how his body flowed from one position into the next. He could taste the subtle hint of speed that hovered idly, waiting to be released.

      Footsteps rung out on the floor above. Ryl looked up, following their steady cadence as they moved in his direction, two people at most. His heart started racing as they descended the ladder to his floor. A wash of brighter light spread from the hall outside, moving from one side of the door to the other. One of pair carried a lantern. Ryl slipped off his bed, chains sliding across the floor as he scampered to the far corner of the room.

      A jingle of keys from a key ring just outside the door was followed by the clatter of the key in the lock. There was a telltale click as the lock disengaged. The door groaned as it swung inward. Ryl closed his eyes, pulled the hood back over his head and removed the damper that had been holding back the speed in his veins.

      It took only a blink of an eye.

      The inward swing of the door slowed to a crawl. Ryl leaped forward, grabbing the edge of the door with both hands and wrenching it open. The guard, whose hand was still on the handle, stumbled into the small cell. Ryl stuck his right foot out behind him as far as the chain would allow. The off balance guard tripped over his leg, crashing to the floor, sliding roughly into the back wall with a thud.

      Standing a step back from the mouth of the open door, lantern in hand, was Lord Eligar. His eyes slowly neared their widest as the realization of what was occurring. Ryl slipped out the door, ducking behind the lord in a flash. He reached his arms up and over the lord’s perfectly-manicured face, dropping the chain over the front of his neck. He brought his hands together, pulling them back toward his chest along with the helpless Lord Eligar.

      He’d have his answers now.

      Ryl let go of the power flowing through his veins. Time jumped back to normal with a dizzying rush. His hair and cloak snapped out to the side, continuing the momentum of his previous motion.

      The guard was staggering to his feet. Lord Eligar struggled, dropping the lantern to the deck, extinguishing the light within as he brought his hands up to his neck.

      “Stop,” Lord Eligar coughed. “Ryl, please.”

      Ryl froze. How did the Eligar know his name? He released the tension slightly on the chain allowing the man to breathe.

      “How do you know my name?” Ryl demanded.

      The guard was on his feet. He stumbled a step forward, rubbing the back of his head with one hand.

      “Ha,” the guard coughed. “Told you this one was full of surprises, Fay.”

      The familiar eyes, the familiar tone of the voice.

      The guard pulled the hood back from his head, unclasping the mask, letting it fall to the floor. Ryl gasped and his heart raced.

      “Now is this any way to treat your friends?” the guard asked, the smile spreading across his face. “It’s great to see you again, Ryl.”

      The nameless guard, his savior from The Stocks, stood before him.
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      “Please let me say again, Ryl, I’m terribly sorry for all the smoke and mirrors earlier,” Lord Eligar said, rubbing his neck with his hand. He paused in front of the large gilded door to his quarters.

      A few moments earlier, upon hearing the pleas for restraint from the familiar guard, Ryl had released his choke hold on the lord, agreeing to follow the pair to the lord’s cabin where all could be discussed over a meal, if first they removed his shackles. He watched carefully as the guard removed the iron from his ankles and wrists, letting the woodskin fade once the metal restraints clanged to the floor.

      The lure of nourishment was too compelling; his mind starving for information, his stomach for food. Ryl hesitantly followed the pair up the two sets of ladders to the main deck, where Lord Eligar and the guard had led him to the stern of the vessel.

      The lord opened the ornate door, beckoning Ryl into a cabin that was far and away the most illustriously furnished room he’d ever seen, let alone stepped foot into. On either side, the walls were draped in dark green silken fabric, golden trimmed lanterns hung from equally spectacular sconces on either side of the room. The entirety of the rear wall was covered in small windows set into a crisscrossing lattice of gold. A large bed lay alongside the window, the exquisitely detailed headboard depicting an arboreal scene with lifelike precision. The plush sheets and pillows called to Ryl, who’d grown accustomed to sleeping on rough pallets or the ground for cycles.

      Lining one wall was a large couch, and a finely detailed end table stood on either side. In the center of the room rested a massive table covered in immaculately-polished silverware, elaborately painted china dishes and crystal glasses, all arranged and ready to be served. Four large padded chairs surrounded the dining table. Mender Gencep, who occupied one of the chairs, rose to his feet as the three entered the room.

      Ryl’s face must have given away his wonderment. Lord Eligar chuckled at the sight, motioning for Ryl to sit.

      “I regret having to leave you locked in there for so long,” Lord Eligar said sympathetically. “We had to deal with a stowaway, of sorts.”

      “The guard from The Stocks?” Ryl questioned.

      “Yes. While he joined our little party in The Stocks, he was, in fact, a member of the Royal Guard,” Lord Eligar corrected. “He accompanied that snake, Maklan, from the capital.”

      “He’s dead, isn’t he?” Ryl asked.

      “Unfortunately, it couldn’t be helped, young Ryl,” Lord Eligar said with a sigh, letting his body collapse into the plush chair at the head of the table. In an instant, Mender Gencep was at his side, filling his crystal goblet with wine. The mender moved on to fill the cups for Ryl and the guard in turn.

      “Have a seat, please,” the lord beckoned. Ryl pulled out a large soft chair, surprised to find his small pack placed carefully on the cushion. He sunk into the chair, marveling at its comfort. Lord Eligar lifted his glass, swirling the deep red liquid before taking a liberal sip.

      “You see, Ryl, I abhor senseless killing,” Lord Eligar continued before Ryl could open his mouth to retort. “His death was in no means senseless. As a matter of fact, it may be a pivotal factor in ensuring all of us live.”

      Ryl tilted his head slightly, greeting the lord with a confused stare. Lord Eligar chuckled again before carrying on.

      “I'm sorry again, Ryl. We’ll get to that shortly, I forget my manners,” Lord Eligar said, taking another sip of his wine before standing once more.

      “Fay Eligar, Lord of House Eligar, at your service,” he said regally, bowing low. “This fine gentleman across from you is Mender Gencep.”

      The mender stood, nodding his head to Ryl. The emotionless face and rigid attitude he'd carried so we'll during the inspection was gone, replaced by a casual, warm smile.

      “And the two of you, I understand, are well acquainted with one another,” Fay continued, motioning to the guard who'd seated himself at the other end of the table.

      “We've met before,” Ryl said hesitantly. “Though I'm afraid I don't even know your name.”

      The guard stood from his chair, walking around the table to stand next to Ryl.

      “I never had the manners to forget, like our friend the lord over here,” the guard said in jest, bowing slightly. “I'm sorry our formal introduction has taken so long. The name's Andr.”

      Andr held out his hand and Ryl shook it confidently. A small piece of the puzzle slid into place. He'd been afraid he would never again see the guard who'd helped him on those occasions in Tabenville. Afraid he'd never even learn the name of the man who risked his life saving that of a tribute. Afraid he’d never learn why.

      “Well, now that introductions are settled, let's carry on with the food,” Eligar said, clapping his hands together once, rubbing them in anticipation. “Gencep, if you please. We haven't much time. Captain Elne says a storm brewing. It’ll be on us sometime after midnight.”

      “Yes, sir,” Mender Gencep said with a small bow before scurrying from the cabin.

      “Where was I? Ah, yes, the guard,” Fay continued. “His presence would have put a significant wrinkle in our plans. Word would have certainly made it back to the king.”

      Fay sat gracefully in his chair, grabbing his glass of wine before leaning back, casually crossing his legs.

      “You see, Ryl,” Lord Eligar said, a mischievous smile crossing his face. “We have no intentions of delivering you back to them.”

      Ryl’s heart surged with excitement at the statement. He anxiously sat forward in his chair, nearly upending his glass of wine.

      “What do you mean to do with me then?” Ryl asked suspiciously, trying not to let the excitement show in his voice.

      “Why, set you free, my young friend,” Fay said calmly.

      Ryl’s eyes went wide. He fought back the moisture that was welling in their corners.

      “Why would you do that?” he asked softly.

      “Why? Now, that’s a good question,” Lord Eligar said. “And a long answer I’ll admit. I promise to be as brief as possible. Please stop me if you have any questions.”

      Mender Gencep entered carrying a large platter with four plates of food. Steam rose from the heaping servings on each. The aroma that wafted into Ryl’s nose as Gencep served his master first made his mouth water. He’d always considered the food Sarial created with the limited resources available to the tributes to be delicious. This foreign mixture of spices and perfectly-prepared food was irresistible. Gencep delicately placed the nearly overflowing plate in front of him with a smile.

      He dug in without hesitation, savagely devouring the sublime meal. A tender, flakey white fish was topped with a light flavorful sauce, resting on a bed of seasoned rice and sautéed wilted greens. Several bites in, Ryl stopped as the embarrassment set in. He looked up cautiously. The action seemed to faze Andr the least. He leaned back in his chair, chewing his food, watching Ryl with kind eyes. Gencep hadn’t touched his food, staring at Ryl with a sympathetic look. Lord Eligar chuckled as he delicately cut through his fish with a polished silver knife.

      “Fear not, Ryl,” Lord Eligar said through his laughter. “Your table manners, or lack thereof, will not send you back into a life of slavery. By all means, please carry on, just lend me your ears.”

      “I’m sorry,” Ryl said embarrassed. “Thank you, sir.”

      “Please, Ryl,” the lord pleaded. “There’s no need to apologize. And furthermore, there’s no need to call me, sir, or lord, or any of that nonsense, I hear enough of that sniveling from the sycophants at Court. You’re here among friends now. Fay will do just fine.”

      Ryl nodded as he cautiously dug in for another bite of the delectable cuisine.

      “As far back as the recorded history of my House spans, we have been at odds with the king and his policies regarding the tributes,” Fay began. “No noble from my House, until yours truly, that is, has ever participated in the Deliverance. And that’s not to say the king hasn’t tried to lure us in. He’s attempted in every cycle, in fact.”

      Lord Eligar paused briefly to take a bite of the flakey fish.

      “Ahh, delicious as always, Gencep,” Fay admonished before continuing his story. “You see, my family hold sway over the vast majority of the iron producing mines in the kingdom. The king has, for generations, worked to wrest some of that control to no avail. My family's lands lay to the east of the Leremont, bordering the entirety of the Anvil Mountains. The Anvil range is relatively short in length, starting at sea running north before turning due west for roughly the same distance.”

      Fay took another large swig of his wine before carrying on.

      “The sea and stone protect us on two sides, making an invasion of any real measure far too costly, with low guarantees for success. We’ve had small skirmishes at our borders with a few of the other Houses, and that only serves to raise the price of our iron for everyone. Not a popular notion in the Court as you can guess, so they generally leave us alone,” Fay stated plainly. “My father was especially vocal in his opposition to the Deliverance and the system of tributes. Though we do not openly defy the Ascertaining Decree as Royal Troops and Menders are stationed in every town and village in the Kingdom of Damaris, you could say, we’ve been lax in its implementation.”

      Fay smiled at the sight of Ryl’s empty plate.

      “Gencep, can you please help the young man to another serving?” Fay asked politely. “Fill up now, my friend, I’m afraid this may be some of the last quality cooking you might have in some time.”

      “Why’s that?” Ryl asked cautiously.

      “I promise, I’ll get to that soon,” Eligar apologized. “I was young, just over twenty cycles when I inherited the rule of my household with the passing of my father. The king saw this as a fresh opportunity to cultivate the untapped soil of our lands, so the offers to attend the Deliverance arrived via the king’s messengers nearly every moon.”

      Gencep returned with another steaming plate, placing it carefully in front of Ryl. He hungrily started in on the second dish of succulent food, this time with more manners and less haste.

      “I held strong for the first cycle, politely declining the invitations as quickly as they arrived,” Fay continued. “That is, until the old man showed up.”

      Ryl’s ears perked up at the mention of an old man. He stopped eating, looking on with rapt attention as Fay continued his tale.

      “As a household, we do not own all the iron mines outright,” Fay continued. “There are a few private families that have staked their claims to certain plots of land for generations and we’ve had amicable partnerships with them for nearly as long. We provide the manpower, refine and sell the iron, they in turn make a healthy profit. Of them all, Old Man Averine is by far the wealthiest and hands down the most eccentric of the bunch. The three mines on his land produce more than all the others combined. He doesn’t make it known, and certainly doesn’t look the part, but he’s far wealthier than most of the nobility you’ll meet in any Court in the land.”

      Lord Eligar laughed to himself quietly.

      “I was there the day he met with my father. Averine happened to pass a Royal messenger leaving with my father’s usual rejection on the way in,” Fay reminisced. “The old man was so irate, he threatened to destroy all his mines if my father ever accepted the invitation to the Deliverance.”

      Fay finished his goblet of wine, holding the glass out for Gencep to refill it, before quickly taking another sip.

      “So you can understand, I was a little more than surprised when Old Man Averine showed up on my doorstep demanding that I accept the king’s invitation a little over eight cycles ago,” Lord Eligar stated. “It seems there are those who’ve been waiting for someone like you for a long time Ryl.”

      “Who’s been waiting for me?” Ryl gasped, interrupting Lord Eligar.

      “Averine never told me, and I never asked.” Fay shook his head. “He made it perfectly clear that he would divulge no information. Anyway, whoever it is, is very well connected. They knew about you, or more specifically, about your test results in advance of the Deliverance. Averine fronted me a sum far greater than any of the Houses that I know could or would offer for your sponsorship in particular. He promised to match any amount in excess as well. The old man even handed over the deed to one of his mines on the spot for agreeing to his terms.”

      “What did he want you to do with me?” Ryl asked skeptically.

      “That’s where things get confusing, I’m afraid,” Fay said apologetically, running his hand through his hair. “Averine’s instructions were very vague. I was to sponsor you, find a way to fake your death, making it look like an accident, and ensure your delivery to a predetermined location. I was hoping you could tell me more.”

      Ryl stared blankly back at Fay. He looked around the table, all eyes were on him. He had no idea what he was to do, where he was to go.

      “Where did he ask you to deliver me?” Ryl replied

      “The Outlands,” Fay replied.

      The name sent a shiver through Ryl’s body, as images of the Horde flashed into his mind. Their tearing claws swiped at his face, serrated dagger-like teeth gnashed together in powerful jaws that nearly split their heads in two. Of all the places to be set free, why the Outlands?

      “Did Averine tell you why I needed to be delivered there of all places?” Ryl gasped.

      “No, I’m afraid he didn’t,” Lord Eligar said with a sigh. “He said you’d know what to do from there.”

      He looked down into the bottom of his glass of wine, swirling it absentmindedly for a moment.

      “Well, it matters naught anyway,” Fay said remorsefully. “Events have been set in motion now that can’t rightly be stopped.”

      “How are you going to deliver me there? How will you make my death look like an accident?” Ryl asked the lord as the questions flowed from his mouth.

      “That took planning, my friend. Luckily I had eight cycles to do it. Though your early Harvest complicated things a bit,” Fay admitted shaking his head. “How do you like the ship?”

      Ryl was caught off guard by the sudden change in direction.

      “It’s beautiful, sir. I mean, Fay,” Ryl stumbled through the words. Fay chuckled at the response.

      “Thank you, Ryl, you’re too kind,” Lord Eligar said honestly. “In truth, this ship is a relic. Hardly seaworthy and beyond serviceable. It’s a wonder what a fresh coat of paint and some extra gold can do, no?”

      Ryl cocked his head to the side, regarding Fay with a look that combined confusion and astonishment.

      “It’s all about appearances, Ryl,” Fay continued. “This mixed up, narcissistic world demands it. I’m sure, by now, you’ve figured out that there are not nearly two hundred soldiers standing by to guard you. In fact, Andr is the only true guard I have on this rotting boat. We’re operating with twenty-five sailors, a skeleton crew barely enough to keep us afloat. Your cell was certainly not reinforced with any iron and not one of the cannons that stand ready on the gun deck is capable of firing, nor have they since my father was a boy. I had them removed from a maritime display at the museum in the city of Leerin.”

      Fay downed the rest of his wine, replacing his glass carefully on the table, waving off Gencep. He leaned forward, placing both of his elbows on the table, crossing his fingers together, using them to support his chin.

      “Now, Ryl, why would I go through all the trouble, all the deception?” Lord Eligar asked.

      “To keep up appearances,” Ryl answered skeptically.

      “Aha, you were listening,” Fay said with a smile. “That’s right, appearances, my boy. When the forward powder magazine on a frigate explodes at sea, you don’t expect to find two hundred survivors. A more believable number would be, say, somewhere in the range of twenty-five. And it wouldn’t be a stretch to believe that my precious tribute, sealed away for his safekeeping in a reinforced iron box two decks down, ironically above the offending magazine, wouldn’t have survived, nor would his body be found. So you see, Ryl, it’s all about appearances.”

      Ryl nodded his head at the complexity of the deception Lord Eligar had weaved, yet a question still remained.

      “If I’m to die again, for the second time in nearly as many days I might add,” Ryl said curiously. Fay and Andr exchanged puzzled glances. “How do I make it to the Outlands?”

      “Very good question,” Fay said, nodding his head. “This is where our friend Andr comes in. I hate to assume, but I don’t expect you have much experience navigating any sort vessel on the ocean?”

      Lord Eligar paused briefly, although the question was rhetorical.

      “Even as we speak, the crew is preparing a small skiff for two. You’ll sail under the cover of darkness,” Fay continued. “As we suspected, the captain reported that we have a warship following us, still barely a sail on the horizon, but gaining steadily. Andr will guide you to the Outlands, and accompany you from there. It will be a hard night sail for the both of you, but the captain believes you should reach land by first light. From there, Ryl, it’s up to you.”

      “Thank you, Fay,” Ryl said appreciatively. “What’ll happen to you?”

      “Your concern is touching, Ryl. There’s no need to worry about us,” Fay said, leaning back in his chair again. “Everyone here signed on knowing the risks, besides, our rescue floats only hours behind. They’ll assuredly hasten once they see the show we have in store.”

      The table fell into silence as the four finished the remainder of their dinners. The plan seemed sound, yet a thought continued to work its way into Ryl’s head, something that had been bothering him. He was hesitant to ask. Taking a deep breath, Ryl mustered up the courage.

      “Please forgive me if I sound rude for asking,” Ryl said meekly, focusing the feeling of sincerity over the lord. “I truly appreciate all that you’ve risked, all that you’ve done for me. I have one question. Why are you throwing away the chance for long life, for endless power, for me?”

      Ryl let his head fall as the words escaped his lips. The lord’s chair scraped on the floor as he pushed it backward. He crossed to Ryl, kneeling at the side of his chair.

      “Ryl, I’ve lived a privileged life. That, I freely admit,” Fay said softly. “Since I was born, I’ve wanted for nothing. I have enough money, enough material possessions to last a hundred lifetimes. Why do I need more?”

      Eligar let the statement linger for a moment before continuing.

      “Only since I accepted the invitation to the Deliverance have I begun attending the king’s Court, albeit infrequently, in Leremont.” Lord Eligar shuddered mildly at the mention. “I’ve seen the other nobles, or so they call themselves, that have suckled off the teat of long life, that have more power than any one man or women should have. The last eight cycles I’ve spent attending their Court, their banquets and their balls are more than enough to last an eternity. There is something dark, something wholly wrong with each and every one of them.”

      Ryl opened his mouth, closing it again as he failed find the right words to say.

      “I don’t say this to in anyway trivialize the life that you’ve been subjected to,” Lord Eligar said compassionately, placing his hand on Ryl’s shoulder. “The system of tributes, of the Harvest, is an abomination. No child, no person should have to face what you’ve faced. We live with an inherited system that values life as no more than a crop, a resource to be exploited for personal gain by an ageless few.”

      Fay rose. Crossing back to his chair, he circled behind it, leaning against its back.

      “As Old Man Averine said, the world is tinder awaiting a spark,” Fay quoted. Ryl picked his head up, regarding him with curiosity. “Awaiting a catalyst.”
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      Their conversation was cut short by a knock on the door. Captain Elne announced himself before entered the lord’s quarters.

      “It’s nearly time, my lord,” the captain said. “Sun’ll be setting soon. The boats are nearly ready. Seas will be rough. The storm’s moving faster than I thought.”

      “Thank you, Captain,” Lord Eligar said gratefully. The captain turned, heading back outside. His booming voice could be heard barking out orders as he moved across the deck.

      “Ryl, it appears our time together is coming to a close,” Fay said regretfully. “Go with Andr, see to any final preparations. I’ll meet you again on deck.”

      “Thank you, Fay,” Ryl said appreciatively, rising from his chair and tossing his pack over his shoulder. “Thank you for everything.”

      Lord Eligar smiled a broad smile, nodding his head before launching into a conversation with Mender Gencep. Andr, who’d already risen, motioned for Ryl to follow as he walked out of the cabin.

      The deck bristled with activity in the low light of the evening. The skeleton crew hustled about their duties. They were stretched thin as preparations were made to prepare the escape boats and scuttle the vessel. Andr led Ryl up the ladder to the quarter deck where there was far less activity.

      “You’ll be out of the way here,” Andr said. “I’ll finish the preparations and send Mender Gencep with some remedy. You’re looking green already and we’re bound to have a rough sail ahead of us.”

      Andr retreated back down the ladder without another word. Ryl braced himself against the railing. Judging by the position of the setting sun, they were sailing in a southeasterly direction. They were surrounded by nothing but sea. The vast, blue waters stretched out uninterrupted to the horizon. Ryl lost himself in thought.

      Lord Eligar said that he was a free man, yet somehow he still felt chained. Chained to a destiny that was pushing him past the outskirts of society. The cryptic last words from Da’agryn echoed in his head.

      When you’re free from this place, look to the mountains. You’ll find your answers there.

      The Haven Mountains that capped the northern end of The Stocks extended toward the northwest. The impassable wall of stone formed a definitive border to the kingdom along its eastern front. Its western edge bordered the Outlands, and the unknown. The directions felt impossibly vague.

      Ryl heard the approach of footsteps behind him, turning to see the mender moving cautiously his way.

      “Hello, Ryl,” Gencep said with a smile that showed his age. “Andr said you’d be needing some remedy. Drink this. It’ll help keep all that food inside you where it belongs. Take one now, save the second for the morning if you haven’t reached land.”

      The mender handed him two small vials of clear liquid. Ryl accepted them graciously, downing the bitter liquid without hesitation.

      “I’m sorry. It tastes awful, I know, but it’ll work,” Gencep said apologetically. “Not as bad as the treatment, I hear. Averine told us the truth about the vile concoction. We were only able to requisition three weeks’ worth of the stuff. Hopefully, you’ll be somewhere safe by then. It’s already packed away with the supplies on your boat.”

      Ryl couldn’t believe what he’d just heard. The extra treatment nearly doubled his time before the sickness set in.

      “Anything I can do for that arm before you go?” the mender asked with a sly smile.

      Ryl let out a small laugh. He grown so accustomed to the splint and the feel of the Leaves against his arm that he’d forgotten they were there. He shook his head.

      “I know, young man. Appearances,” Gencep said, chuckling to himself as he ambled back to the main deck.

      Ryl undid the straps holding his splint on, carefully tucking it into the small pack he still carried over his shoulder. He leaned against the railing, looking out at the endless expanse of the sea. For a moment, he got lost in the shimmering beauty of the waves as they sparkled in the light of the setting sun. The horizon was a wash of vibrant purples, reds and blue that heralded the coming night.

      The sky darkened quickly and the blackness of the early night soon descended upon them. Lanterns were lit, illuminating the deck to allow for safer footing in the steadily increasing turbulence of the sea. Andr returned from making his preparations.

      “The winds are blowing in the right direction and the darkness will cover our escape,” he said calmly. “Lord Eligar is waiting for you by the skiff. It’s time to go, Ryl.”

      Ryl followed the guard back to the main deck. The crew had hoisted the small boat over the side of the frigate, tying it off so that it dangled precariously over the rolling sea.

      “Well, Ryl, this is where we say farewell,” Lord Eligar said with a morose smile. “Listen to Andr. The sea’s going to be rougher than we’d thought. He’ll get you to shore safely.”

      “Thank you, Fay,” Ryl said again. “You’ve had my life in your hands for cycles. You know nothing about me, yet you chose to set me free. Words can’t express my gratitude. I hope to someday repay you in any way I can.”

      “My boy,” Fay said softly. “From the few stories I’ve heard about you and tidbits of information I was able to pry from Averine, I know more than enough to see that you have a gift none of us can begin to comprehend. Whatever destiny has in store for you, I know naught. But I know you are not just some nameless tribute from an isolated village.”

      Lord Eligar put his hands on Ryl’s shoulders, looking him squarely in the eyes.

      “Know this, Ryl,” Fay said. “You may wear the brand of my house on your neck, but I stake no claim over your life. You are free. Live your life as you choose. If fate allows that we should meet again, you’ll be welcomed into my home with open arms.”

      Ryl threw his arms around Fay, tears falling from his eyes. Lord Eligar patted him gently on the back, caught off guard by the sudden display of emotion.

      “It’s time to go, Ryl,” Fay said, stepping back. His eyes glistened with moisture. “You have a long voyage ahead of you before you’re back on dry land, and you’ll want to be far away from here when she explodes. Take care, Ryl. May we meet again, my friend.”

      The lord reached out his hand, shaking Ryl’s firmly, before turning to the captain.

      “Help them aboard,” Lord Eligar ordered. “Then we abandon ship.”

      “Aye, sir,” Captain Elne responded curtly.

      The crew helped steady the swinging boat as Ryl and Andr clambered aboard. The skiff couldn’t have been more than three times his height in length, consisting of nothing more than a hollowed out shell, a slender mast and boom with sail furled and a rudder. Several bundles of supplies had been packed and lashed securely to the gunnels. With a final wave from Lord Eligar, the boat was lowered. Ryl watched as his unexpected savior disappeared behind the hull as the skiff reached the water

      Andr ordered Ryl to stay down in the front of the small craft as he went to work, immediately freeing the skiff from the ropes of the frigate. The small craft leaped forward as the unfurled sail caught the wind. Ryl could do nothing more than stay low and hold on as they rose and fell through the swells. Thankfully, the remedy Mender Gencep had given him was working. Still, the momentary weightlessness before the sickening drop from the crest into the wave’s trough threatened to turn his stomach.

      Wave after wave they pressed on, distancing themselves from the frigate. The lanterns that illuminated the deck dissipating into mere pinpoints of light that disappeared and reappeared as they rose and fell over every swell. The rumble of thunder and the flash of lightning signaled the coming of the storm on their tail. Ryl felt the occasional drop of water from the sky strike his exposed face.

      The flash of light hit them moments before the sound. The sky brightened with the intensity of daylight. A breath later, the noise hit with a force he both heard and felt. The plume of fire expanded out and upward before vanishing as quickly as it came. Flaming debris from the wreckage of the frigate fell from the sky like rain, while other chunks bobbed helplessly in the waves.

      “I hope the others made it far enough away from that,” Ryl said hopefully.

      “I’ve known Lord Eligar by reputation for longer than I’ve known him personally,” Andr said gruffly.  His focus remained preoccupied by navigating their small craft through the growing seas.

      “He is a meticulous man, notwithstanding his reckless nature,” Andr explained. “He truly cares about those under his oversight. He wouldn’t have needlessly left any of them in harm's way. With that being said, everyone who volunteered for this mission did so knowing the risks.”

      Ryl thought about the implications of the statement. Everyone there, nearly thirty people he’d never met, who never even knew his name, were willing to risk everything to help him escape. The glimmer of hope he had that society was ready for a change, that the attitude toward the tributes had swayed, grew in him. Perhaps, the winds that whipped his hair into his face were, in fact, the winds of change that he’d dreamed about for so long.

      The miles passed as did the time as Ryl and Andr raced to stay ahead of the storm. The fast moving gale traveling in their wake caught them quickly. The rush of the sea, roar of the wind, sharp peal of thunder and the hiss of the rain made conversation nearly impossible. Ryl did his best to stay low behind the stern, out of the force of the stinging rain. He huddled in the boat, holding on as tightly as he could.

      The storm seemed to last a lifetime. Ryl’s muscles burned from maintaining his grip on the slippery wood. Even with his woodskin lessening the impact, his entire body was sore from being tossed around the small boat. At the command of Andr, he’d take to frantically bailing out the water that sloshed around under their feet with the only tool available to them, his hands. Although his phrenic cloak was remarkably waterproof, he was soaked to the bone. He’d wrapped his small pack containing his meager, yet invaluable, possessions under his cloak to keep them as dry as possible.

      Flashes of lightning illuminated the surrounding ocean. The thunder sounded its repeated deafening war cry as it worked with the sea to topple the small craft. Through the storm, Andr held firm. Ryl had no idea if they were traveling in the right direction. The wind and the sea had their own plans, carrying them on a path of their choosing.

      A slight brightening of the sky from behind was a welcome sight to the weary travelers. The path before them was still obscured by the might of the storm. A bolt of white light lanced across the sky before them. Ryl thought he saw a darker mass growing up from the sea on the horizon.

      “Did you see that?” Ryl shouted to Andr over the volume of the storm. “Is that land?”

      Andr squinted his eyes, peering out into the driving rain, scanning for signs, waiting for another bolt of lightning to illuminate the sea ahead.

      “Not sure,” Andr cried in response. “Keep your eyes open. The winds have been strong and we’ve been traveling almost the whole night. If the captain was correct, we shouldn’t be far now.”

      Ryl positioned himself in a crouch, scanning the horizon for any hint of land through the rain and surf. Small arcs of lightning flashed to their sides and back, yet they could make out no sign of land in front of them.

      A massive bolt of lightning split the sky, casting its blinding light on the surrounding seas. Andr screamed in warning, panic in his voice.

      “Ryl, hold on,” the guard cried, jamming the rudder to the side, ducking low to the deck.

      Ryl was pitched sideways into the boat. In the momentary flash of light, the silhouette of the wave made him freeze in terror. The wave came at an angle nearly perpendicular to the rest of the swells, rushing at them with speed. The whitecap top churned with fury as their small skiff desperately made it’s away diagonally across its face. He ducked, grabbing onto the mast near Andr’s feet.

      Their small craft was doomed in the face of the disastrous wave. The mast sheared in two as the wave broke on top of them. Out of the corner of his eye, Ryl caught sight of the boom wiping around toward him. All he could do was focus on the woodskin solidifying over his head and torso.

      The stray timber and sail slammed into Ryl. His vision spun momentarily, then went black as he was pitched overboard into the icy, churning sea.
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      Even through the blackness, Ryl could feel his head spinning. Simultaneously, he had the sensation his body was also spinning, yet at a vastly different speed. The mix was nauseating, too much for him to take. His eyes shot open as he retched out the contents of his stomach. After several moments he regained his focus, yet his insides continued to spill out.

      He was expelling nothing but liquid, a briny, stinging mixture of sea water and bile. The acidic concoction dissolved immediately into the loose gritty sand. Having emptied the contents of his stomach, he rolled to his back, exhaustion seeped from his every pore. Ryl clenched his hands together, scooping up a handful of the sand, letting it escape slowly through his fingers.

      He was alive.

      He closed his eyes, thinking back to the last moment he remembered. The wave. The broken boom. He had no recollection of how he ended up on the beach. With effort, he pushed himself up onto his elbows, taking stock of the scene around him.

      Ryl sat alone on a small beach. The sea in front of him was calm, its mild waves lapping gently on the shore in a soothing steady rhythm. The anger in the sea and sky had, for the moment, subsided. The sun had crested the horizon, yet still hung low, ascending into a cloudless blue sky.

      Rising to his knees, he turned his back to the water and observed the foreign landscape that surrounded him. Directly in front, the beach ended in the near vertical face of a cliff. Its towering ascent reached nearly one hundred meters into the sky. To his left and to his right, the escarpment continued as far as he could see in each direction.

      Not far from where he knelt a solitary natural ravine cut into the face of the cliff, running upward. Several monstrous boulders lay scattered in the soft sand, a deadly precipitation from the heights above.

      Just outside the reach of the calm surf rested a small pile of debris. Ryl worked himself to his feet, stumbling through the sand toward the object. The narrow rounded section of wood from the mast, and the tattered remains of the sail rested on the beach. He scanned the small area for any signs of other debris. The beach was deserted.

      He was alone.

      The shock of panic set in as he acknowledged the reality of the situation. Where was Andr? He looked back and forth across the quiet sea, turning again to the beach. Both were clear of any other signs of debris. Ryl turned back to the sea, cupping his hand over his mouth to amplify his call.

      “Andr,” he yelled, projecting his voice as loud as he could. “Hello.”

      No response, only the quiet splash of waves on the shore.

      Ryl repeated his call again and again, waiting and listening between each. Still nothing.

      Defeated, he sank to his knees, closing his eyes, letting his head rest on the soft sand. He was alone. He hadn’t the slightest clue where he was.

      “Ryl,” the voice echoed in his head. He shot up to his knees, looking back and forth along the deserted beach.

      “Ryl, up here,” the voice called again. There, atop the cliff to the left of the narrow ravine, stood Andr. The guard waved. Ryl could see his smile from where he kneeled on the beach. He made no attempt to stop the tears of relief and happiness that streamed from his eyes.

      A few moments later, Andr came skidding down the ravine, sitting down with a groan beside Ryl.

      “So, is freedom all that you’d thought it would be?” Andr asked sarcastically. Ryl rotated, letting his body fall to the sand.

      “Welcome back to the living,” Andr said, relieved. “I thought I’d lost you when that wave hit. You can thank what’s left of that mast over there for saving you.” He waved his hands toward the debris on the beach.

      “Well, that and a whole lotta luck,” he said unbelievably. “You got tangled up in the sail. It kept you afloat and slowed you down enough for me to reach you. But frankly, I don’t know how you survived the blow to the head. I’ve seen men crushed from much less. Then again, you’ve been full of surprises since I met you.”

      “I have you to thank for coming to my rescue. Again,” Ryl said honestly. “I’d be dead at least three times now if not for you.”

      “Ah, just in the right place at the right time,” Andr said as if nothing had happened, patting Ryl gently on the back. “Come help me bury that last piece with the rest of the debris behind that rock. I doubt anyone’ll come looking here of all places, but I’d rather them not find evidence we were here if they do.”

      Andr helped Ryl to his feet. His legs still felt weak, his body bruised. Yet, all things considered after the eventful night, he was alive and whole.

      He was free.

      Ryl followed Andr toward the last remaining piece of the skiff that carried them through the storm. They both hoisted an end of the wreck, carrying it slowly to the hole Andr had dug behind a rock near the cliff’s face.

      Ryl stopped dead in his tracks. He dropped his end of the mast, his hand traveling frantically into his cloak, desperately feeling for his small pack that he had tucked away to weather the storm.

      The pack was gone.

      The Leaves were gone.

      The treatment was gone.

      Andr dropped the broken mast, hurrying to his side.

      “Is everything all right, Ryl?” he asked, worry creeping into his voice. “You don’t look well.”

      “Andr,” Ryl gasped. “Have you seen the pack I was carrying? I had it tucked under my cloak when I went overboard.”

      His heart pounded in his chest. He felt each thump throughout the entirety of his body. He was trembling uncontrollably.

      “It’s ok, Ryl,” Andr said reassuringly. “I have your bag. There’s a small cave part way up the ravine. I left it there. I was looking for firewood to dry us out when I heard you calling.”

      “Take me to it, now,” Ryl said abruptly, hurrying toward the ravine without waiting for Andr.

      The guard scrambled up ahead of him, ducking into a small opening on the right. There was a meager pile of sticks in the center of the floor. His pack was leaning against the rough wall by the opening. Ryl threw himself to his knees, tearing the pack open. His heart was racing with anticipation.

      He shoved his hand in and he came out holding the dripping remains of his splint. Ryl breathed a momentary sigh of relief. The Leaves were still strapped within their supports. His relief was crushed in an instant as his fingers ran along the length of the secret pouch he’d made for the stolen treatments.

      He ripped open both sides, confirming his fears.

      The treatment was gone.

      Every last pill had dissolved when submerged in the salt water, leaving only a foul-smelling, sticky residue in their place.

      “What is it, Ryl?” Andr questioned.

      “Did any of the supplies survive the storm?” Ryl asked frantically.

      “I’m afraid not, no trace of them washed ashore,” Andr answered. “What’s going on?”

      Ryl quickly relayed all he’d learned about the true nature of the so called treatment and an undetailed version of his theft of the supply. As a former guard, Andr was well aware of the side effects.

      “I’m sorry, Ryl,” Andr comforted, seemingly lost for words. “Stay here. I’ll get a fire going, then finish burying the mast.”

      Ryl clutched the Leaves to his chest, leaning back against the cold wall as Andr quickly started a small fire before heading out to bury the mast. The guard had wedged a small board from the skiff across the narrow entrance to the cave. Ryl wrung out his shirt and cloak, hanging them over the board to dry.

      The stolen treatments, along with the extra Gencep had stored with their provisions, would have given him over two moons worth of time to find a safe place to weather the side effects. While he was in the company of someone he could trust, they were now lost in the Outlands with no safe harbor in sight. His time left before the sickness began was running out.

      The pair sat in silence as they dried their clothes by the fire. The sun was nearing midday when Andr let the small fire burn out, burying its embers in the sand.

      “It’s time we get moving, Ryl,” he said regretfully.

      Ryl got dressed quickly. The warmth of his dried clothes spread new life to his weary body as he followed Andr up the ravine. He hung his empty pack over his shoulder, carrying the Leaves in his hands.

      At the top of the ravine, the sight of a foreign terrain greeted them. Spreading out in every direction was the nearly monochrome expanse of the Outlands. The burnt orange ground was dotted with boulders and low ridges, small patches of stunted trees, shrubs and withered-looking grasses. Far off in the distance, the jagged peaks of the mountains were silhouetted against the blue sky. Andr broke the silence.

      “Lord Eligar said to get you here, said you’d know where to go next,” Andr relayed.

      Ryl thought back to last words of Da’agryn, from their brief time together in the Erlyn.

      “We head north,” Ryl said. “Toward the mountains. However far they are.”

      “If your last treatment was the day before last, we have, what, seven days before the symptoms begin?” Andr asked.

      “Aye, something like that,” Ryl replied disheartened.

      Andr put his hand on Ryl’s shoulder. He turned to meet his determined stare.

      “Well then, we’d better hurry, Ryl,” Andr said, a look of hope written across his face.

      The guard’s mouth slowly formed a crooked smile.

      “It’s time to get you to your friends,” Andr said. “Time to get you to the phrenic.”
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      Ryl cursed as the jagged thorns of the small, withered bush bit into his pants. The needle of the plant traced a thin red line across his leg. If not for his toughened skin, courtesy of the Erlyn’s gift, he'd have been leaking blood from multiple locations on both his arms and legs. His pants and exposed shirt were shredding into tatters.

      His phrenic cloak, an heirloom from a time long erased from the learned history of Damaris, had so far proved impervious to the sharp points. He heard a curse coming from a few paces ahead, followed by the metallic ring of sharpened steel cutting through the thorny branches. Andr wasn't faring much better against the painful landscape.

      “We have to find an easier way through these,” the mercenary called back over his shoulder. “Let's make for that ridge, we’ll get a better view from there.”

      The older guard, his only companion, pointed to a narrow, elevated ridge in the distance, northwest of their current location.

      “I'll follow you,” Ryl responded, kicking his leg to detach the thorn attempting to hold him back.

      Ryl had little knowledge of where they were going. Fate had delivered them to an uncharted starting point. They’d set sail, parting from their companions at sea before the frigate was intentionally scuttled. Running from the gale that powered their sails, they ventured out under the cover of darkness and ruse of their own deaths as they sought to elude the warship that shadowed their host. The fury of the vicious storm had ravaged their small skiff, depositing them on a small strip of sandy beach bordering the vast, desolate expanse of the Outlands. Their destination was unknown. Nothing more than a cryptic hint.

      The unmapped terrain of the Outlands encompassed the land west of the Kingdom of Damaris. The western palisade of The Stocks denoted the walled end to the reach of human civilization. As recorded history had taught, the Outlands had spawned the greatest threat the world had ever seen.

      The deformed, blackened monsters of the Outland Horde had appeared without warning over thirteen hundred cycles in the past. Their numbers were exaggerated to be vast enough to blanket the entire Kingdom.

      If not for the actions of legendary Taben and his scant army, the Horde would have swept across the land leaving a wake of murder and destruction unlike nothing the world had ever witnessed. The unmatched skills of Taben and his warriors had turned the tide, providing a dramatic victory over the murderous Horde. Following the short, yet decisive campaign, the scattered remains of the enemy melted back into the Outlands.

      Though the victory was definitive, it marked the new border of human civilization and halted all expansion westward. The western palisade was constructed with haste in an effort to prevent another incursion. Aside from rare expeditions by foolhardy adventurers, the area beyond the palisades had been abandoned.

      To venture into its midst was to tempt death.

      Ryl and Andr now trudged slowly onward, lost in the realm of the unknown.

      The storm that had battered their small boat, nearly costing them their lives, had robbed them of the bulk of their carefully planned supplies. The gale deposited the pair somewhere far south and west of Cadsae Proper and The Stocks. Though they could see the outline of the jagged peaks of the Haven Mountains far off in the distance, there were no other discernible landmarks.

      Aside from the clothes they wore and the small packs they carried, their list of supplies was sparse.

      Each had a water skin.

      Ryl carried his treasured and ancient magical weapons, The Leaves, and his crude splint.

      Andr had a single long sword.

      The anger of the sea had swallowed all of their rationed food, extra water, spare clothing and bed rolls. Their two bows, quivers of arrows, and the spare sword for Ryl had disappeared beneath the waves. The treatments that would have staved off the inevitable sickness that loomed over tributes such as Ryl had dissolved in the salty water.

      The mender had given Ryl his last dose two days past. Symptoms of the sickness were known to begin less than ten days after the final treatment. They became debilitating not long after that. Though not fatal, the sickness—a mix of withdrawal and the body’s reaction to the poison of the treatment—would linger for weeks. The mountains were still an indeterminable distance away and their time was running out.

      Their cryptic instructions only amplified the disastrous feeling of loss and hopelessness that now dwelled in Ryl’s mind. Da’agryn, the mysterious, ancient hermit he'd met deep inside the Erlyn Woods had left him with the parting hint before his sudden disappearance.

      “Look to the mountains, your answers will lie there.”

      Answers, yes, but to what questions?

      From where he stood, the mountains appeared unattainable. Were they to reach the mountains, what then?

      Ryl's head was overflowing with questions that his mind demanded answered. What was he becoming? What powers remained hidden within his blood? How could he aid his fellow tributes who remained imprisoned inside The Stocks? Could he force an end to the barbaric system of tributes and sponsors?

      Was the Kingdom of Damaris ready for that drastic of a change? A series of unfamiliar sentiments, ones he’d not seen from the outside world in cycles had enriched his mind and heart.

      Compassion.

      Friendship.

      Trust.

      He’d felt the compassion and friendship from Mender Jeffers. He had learned to trust a select few of those in stations life in The Stocks had taught him to hate. Andr, Captain Le'Dral, sub-master Millis, Cavlin, even his sponsor, the eccentric Lord Eligar had in their own ways broken the mold of the conduct he’d come to expect. This handful of kindred souls was a dramatic start, but the sample size was far too miniscule to judge the prevailing attitude of the population. Were their attitudes indicative of a populace that had been denied the truth of their existence for more than a millennium?

      Ryl paused, taking a small sip from his water skin. He was already running dangerously low on the precious liquid. He followed at the heel of the determined mercenary who carved a path through the brush ahead. His thoughts, however, were still elsewhere.

      The Ascertaining Decree was at the heart of the kingdom’s problem. As it stood now, the ascertaining testing, required of every child at the age of eight cycles, held their lives in the balance. If the presence of alexen was discovered, the parents were left with a heinous decision: either sell their child into a life of slavery, or tempt fate running for their lives.

      Ryl had never heard of a family surviving indefinitely. Those who ran were hunted like outlaws, their families slaughtered mercilessly on the spot.

      Alexen—the unseen compound in the blood—was thankfully exceedingly rare, occurring in less than one out of every several thousand children. Still, the price in blood was far too high.

      What was it all for? Why hunt and remand an entire segment of the population, albeit small, to a life in chains? Ryl could think of only one word to describe it.

      Greed.

      For the privileged few, the ultimate favor from the King was the honor of sponsoring one of these ill-fated children. In their blood flowed a tapable power. The alexen was that power. An invisible compound, that when processed was the building block for the fabled Blessing of the King.  This elixir granted long life and intelligence far past the bounds of nature.

      Fortunately, Ryl's sponsor had chosen a different path. Through his cunning and deception, Lord Eligar had set Ryl free after his Harvest. For reasons that remained a tantalizing secret, Lord Eligar was convinced to sponsor Ryl by an influential, eccentric and fabulously wealthy friend, known as Old Man Averine. Prior to this point, House Eligar had stood for centuries in quiet defiance of the system of tributes.

      What prompted the sudden change?

      Who was Old Man Averine? How had he learned the results of Ryl's testing results quickly enough to persuade Lord Eligar?

      Ryl still failed to grasp the why in all of these occurrences. Why had so much trouble been made over him? He’d been living the simple, tortured life of a tribute for eight cycles; planting, harvesting, weeding or culling infestations among the crops. In the eyes of the Kingdom he was a nobody.  He was a boy with no name, abandoned by his family, stripped of all human identity.

      He was identified by number alone.  H1351+.

      He was a tribute.

      Ryl shook his head, ridding his brooding thoughts as his focus returned to the task at hand. They were alone in a foreign wilderness. The same unexplored, unforgiving wasteland that had spawned the abominations of the Outland Horde. Every step forward was another further into the unknown. They knew not where danger lurked, and he could ill afford a distracted mind.

      Yet he was free.

      Ryl had dreamed of freedom every day since the shock and finality of his station in life had sunk in. Life in The Stocks had been harsh. The daily regimen of abuse forever strived to extinguish even the slightest glimmer of hope from igniting a flame. Yet throughout all he had persisted. He’d never given up on hope, never truly believed that The Stocks was all life had in store.

      The pair reached the summit of the low ridge, providing a thankful break from the sharpened points of the bushes. Their path forward disappeared into their midst of the jagged plants. Surveying the surrounding land, mile after mile of similarly featured terrain stretched out to the horizon.

      Frequent, small outcroppings of boulders and low ridges broke the monotony of the desolate plains. Ryl was neither aware of the distance they’d travelled by boat, nor where they’d made landfall. Somewhere far to the east, fertile farmland stretched out for days until it collided with the western palisade.

      Monochromatic shades of burnt amber, brown and black cloaked the entirety of the landscape and vegetation in a drab cover. To the north, several scattered groves of stunted trees pushed from the ground. Andr pointed toward the closest one, set adjacent to a small ridge.

      “We'll head for that copse of trees,” the guard announced. “We've been hiking for a better portion of the day, we need to find more food, water and shelter. There's no telling what night will bring.”

      Andr shook his water skin, it was more than halfway empty. Ryl didn't need to lift his, he knew his was worse off.

      “Sounds like a good plan,” Ryl responded, trying to keep the growing anxiety of his thoughts from seeping into his voice.

      With a nod of his head, Andr started down the ridge toward the distant clump of trees. The path between their location and the small grove was far less populated with the thorny bushes allowing the pair to make good time over the uneven terrain.

      Their conversations were sporadic. They spoke little, moving primarily in silence, both seemingly lost in thought. Ryl realized that although Andr had helped him, saving his life on multiple occasions, he knew next to nothing about his traveling companion.

      Andr's eyes never stopped scanning the horizon for any signs of life. They’d seen several long-eared hare dart through the underbrush and smaller rodents that scurried from their path, yet no sign of anything larger. The surrounding landscape was eerily quiet.

      They reached the ridge and the small grove of stunted trees as the sun was making its descent to the west. Ryl admired the brilliant hues of reds and purples that stretched across the sky. For only the second time in nearly half of his short life, he enjoyed the view of the setting sun unobstructed by the dismal grey rock of the palisades stretching into the sky.

      Andr circled back, stopping and placing his hand on Ryl's shoulder.

      “Never could quite get used to the lack of natural sunrises or sunsets in The Stocks,” Andr said woefully. “Just wasn’t the same with those damn walls in the way.”

      Ryl grunted in acknowledgement. Of all the questions that had been racing through his head since they landed on the shores of the Outlands, there was one that had plagued him incessantly.

      “Andr?” Ryl asked with genuine curiosity. “How did you know about the phrenic?”

      Andr brought his hand to face, rubbing the day-old stubble on his chin. He paused for a long moment in thought before responding.

      “Truth be told, Ryl, it’s not something I understand myself,” Andr replied. He seemed distant, perplexed. “I've experienced more unexpected … more unbelievable happenings in the short time I've known you. My mind is still coming to terms.”

      He turned to face Ryl.

      “After I pulled you from the pool, I feared you were dead,” the mercenary reminisced. “The moments stretched for an eternity before you cleared the icy water from your lungs.”

      His eyes wandered the horizon as the last sliver of sun disappeared below the land to the west.

      “I pushed that horse hard out of Tabenville,” Andr said. “I've crossed the path through the Erlyn dozens of times, I know its twists and turns better than most. The path I rode on that night was foreign to me.”

      Ryl turned to look at the guard in disbelief as he continued his tale.

      “All the familiar landmarks were there, yet the road seemed to run straight as an arrow,” Andr said in disbelief. “There was an abnormal breeze through the forest that evening. It blew into the side of my face, like it was coming from the forest itself. There was a voice on the wind, I could feel it in my mind, repeating the same words over and over. Take him to the phrenic. Take him to the phrenic.”

      Ryl was speechless. He stared unblinking at his companion. The Erlyn had come to his aid again. The forest had trusted Andr with the knowledge of the name erased from recorded history.

      Andr broke the stillness of the moment.

      “We can discuss this later,” he said. “We'll be out of light soon. Come.”
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      The pair hurried down from the peak of the small ridge into the stunted grove at its base. The trees twisted and turned in random directions as they snaked their way to nowhere in particular. Their gnarled branches sprouted thin sprigs covered in sharp, withered looking, rust colored miniature leaves. The modest copse encompassed an area perhaps fifty meters in diameter.

      Andr took the lead as they cautiously entered the grove. The interior was still, the snaking branches obstructing the lines of sight through the trees. Ryl jumped as the mercenary bellowed an abrupt laugh.

      “What is it?” Ryl asked, startled by the sudden reaction from the guard.

      “See for yourself,” Andr said grinning, pointing toward the ground ahead.

      Along the edge of the near vertical incline of the ridge, a spring bubbled up from the ground. The water pulsed out from under the rock before it trickled downhill, collecting in a small, round divot in the earth. The tiny pool was nothing more than a small puddle, the water tinted by the reddish soil underneath.

      “Well, that solves one problem,” Ryl added. “Do you think it's safe to drink?”

      Andr kneeled before the pool, cupping his hands together, collecting a sample of the clear liquid. He smelled the water before raising it to his lips for a sip. He rocked back on his heels as he swished it around in his mouth for a moment before swallowing.

      “It’s surprisingly cold,” he said. “Tastes clean. We should be fine to fill up here.”

      He stood, tossing his water skin to Ryl.

      “Fill these up then look along the ridgeline for any small caves we can use as a shelter,” Andr ordered. “I'd rather not chance the night out in the open if we can help it. I'll set some traps and see if we can catch us some food.”

      Ryl wasted no time filling their empty water skins, taking several extra swigs from the clear spring. Tucking the refilled skins into his pack he made his way along the uneven face of the ridge in search of shelter. Meters from its end, Ryl stumbled across what they were looking for.

      A large, natural indent was worn into the base of the ridge. The opening was disguised by a boulder that had separated from the hillside above. The massive stone blocked the majority of the hole, leaving a small natural entrance. Through the opening, Ryl could see the entirety of the void. It would be a tight squeeze for the pair, but it would protect them from the elements. They knew naught of what other surprises nightfall in the Outlands would bring.

      With shelter and water ensured, Ryl tasked himself with the gathering of kindling and firewood. He was returning from scrounging up his collection when Andr arrived, a triumphant smile spread across the guard’s face. In his hand was a small clump of dirty plants.

      “It won’t hold a candle to Gencep’s fare, but at least we won’t go hungry tonight,” Andr said sarcastically.

      Ryl thought back to the single meal he’d shared with Lord Eligar and Mender Gencep. Even the finest meal he’d tasted in his relatively short life couldn’t compare to the culinary wonder that the mender had provided.

      “Are those carrots?” Ryl asked skeptically, looking at the plants in Andr’s hand.

      “Aye, I believe they are,” he replied.

      “How do you know so much about the plants here?” Ryl quizzed.

      “Honestly, I don’t,” Andr answered. “Thank you for gathering firewood, by the way, well done.”

      Andr gave Ryl a gracious smile before sitting down, arranging the small sticks into a crude pyramid.

      “I’ve spent nearly as many cycles as you’ve been alive in places where surviving off the land was a necessity,” he explained. “You learn a thing of two about what you can and can’t eat in a bind. The stems aren’t the right color, but the leaves are the right shape. Guess we’ll find out if they’re safe soon enough.”

      Andr ended the last statement with a chuckle.

      “Nice hole you found us,” he said as he swiveled his head, scanning the modest earthen interior of the cave.

      “Thank you,” Ryl answered automatically. “I never thought the life of a guard was that rough.”

      Andr laughed again.

      “Who said anything about being a guard the whole time,” Andr replied, a sly grin grew across his face as he looked up from the mounting pile of twigs and tinder. “I’ve only been in the service of the guard for the last four cycles or so. I spent nearly every moment prior to that as a mercenary.”

      Knowledge of the world beyond the palisades had been pitifully lacking and rarely up to date in The Stocks. The tributes pieced together what information they could by eavesdropping on the conversations of the guards. Ryl thought back to the rumors he’d heard over the cycles. Never once was there mention of any armed conflict.

      “Hasn’t the kingdom been at peace for over a thousand cycles?” Ryl asked, genuinely curious about the world that had carried on outside the walls.

      Andr flashed him a sympathetic smile.

      “I forget that you didn’t have the privilege of the information we were privy to. I’m sorry, Ryl,” Andr’s voice carried an unmistakable air of honesty. “To answer your question, the Kingdom of Damaris has been at peace for more than a millennium. The nobles and the lords, on the other hand, are in a constant state of flux.”

      Andr paused, striking his flint into the small pile of tinder he’d prepared. With practiced precision, the spark landed squarely among the fibers of wood he'd arranged, taking hold almost immediately. He gently coaxed the ember to life and within moments a small fire crackled away inside their shelter.

      “You see Ryl, while the kingdom may be at peace, the nobility, the Lords, and the Houses are constantly vying for land and influence,” Andr explained. “Not a day goes by where the lust for more power fails to erupt into violence. Destruction of another Lord’s property, a minor skirmish, a land grab, kidnapping, you name it. All’s fair in their never-ending quest for power.”

      The look of disgust must have been all too evident on Ryl’s face.

      “Like I told you before, I’m no saint, Ryl,” Andr admitted sincerely. “There’s a flip side to the unchecked aggression though. Those under assault need defending. The kidnapped need rescuing. Those whose properties were stolen or destroyed demand revenge. Now those were the jobs that paid and paid well. The riskier the job, the better the pay. I enjoyed what I did, but I had a bad habit of picking the worst.”

      “If the pay was so good and you enjoyed it so much, why did you quit and join the guard?” Ryl asked.

      A strange look spread across Andr’s normally impassive face, one that mixed sadness with an anger that burned white hot. As quickly as it had come, the look passed. Andr stirred the fire for a moment before answering.

      “After so long doing it, the novelty wears off I guess,” the mercenary stated. “In a way, I was just as much a slave to the thirst for power as the nobles, only mine came from the rush of the battle. It was time for a change in pace.”

      Ryl had the distinct feeling that Andr had omitted information from his story. He chose not to press the subject further with his new friend.

      “How did you end up serving in The Stocks then?” Ryl asked cautiously.

      The Stocks were not a location a guard willingly opted to serve. Those chosen to patrol the interior did so as a punishment for the various infractions or crimes they’d committed on the outside. Andr's eyes wandered out of the small cave, viewing the stillness of the grove with watchful eyes.

      “I may have voiced my discontent with some of those who considered themselves to be my betters,” Andr smirked. “Earned me an extended stay in The Stocks. Lucky for you, I might add.”

      Ryl smiled back at the comment. He was eternally grateful that his path and Andr's had collided. Whether it was fate, luck or mere coincidence, without Andr, he would have died. The thought raised another question in Ryl's mind.

      “Andr, why did you help me on the road and then again on the pier in Tabenville?” he asked meekly.

      Andr paused his absent-minded stirring of the fire, pivoting to look Ryl in the eyes. His expression carried an unexpected intensity that burned into him.

      “There were multiple reasons, Ryl,” Andr grumbled with an unexpected force. “The foremost being the system of tributes is wrong. How many tributes in The Stocks are nothing more than children?”

      He tossed the stick he'd been using to stir the fire into the flames. A small plume of sparks floated to the ceiling of the small shelter.

      “I've done things I'm not proud of, skirted a fine line between morality and depravity far too often,” Andr admitted. “But even I have my limits.”
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      After finishing their meager meal of carrots, Ryl accompanied Andr to check on the simple traps he'd set around the small pool of water. The light of the day was fading rapidly, and they were hesitant to remain outside after darkness descended upon the Outlands. Small game had crossed their path throughout the day. Ryl clung to the hope in Andr’s cautious optimism that the traps would provide them with fresh meat. The mercenary pointed out the telltale tracks of a hare in the soft soil surrounding the pool.

      Andr had set up two simple deadfall traps in a narrow corridor following the small game trails leading away from the water. Neither had sat long, and both remained unsurprisingly empty. Andr hastily instructed Ryl in the basics of setting up the traps, promising to elaborate on the morrow.

      With the remaining light nearly gone, Ryl collected as much wood and tinder as he could scrounge up for their fire. Andr used his sword to hack off several of the smaller leafy low-hanging branches.

      “What are those for?” Ryl asked curiously.

      “It will be crude, yet we’ll use these to make a door or sorts,” Andr replied.

      Andr’s patience was admirable. Though their conversations had been short, Ryl had bombarded the mercenary with a veritable river of questions that flowed from his mouth. The seasoned soldier graciously shared his lessons, teaching with a patient understanding, adding a drop to the empty bucket that summarized Ryl’s real world education.

      Reaching their enclosure, Andr weaved the twisted branches into a single loose sheet with deft precision. He leaned the flimsy panel over the opening to their enclosure. Aside from the muted glow from their small fire, their presence would be hidden from view.

      “You should get rest,” Andr said after taking a step back to inspect the hastily constructed cover to their shelter. “We’ll sleep in shifts. I'll take first watch.”

      He slid the thin wall of branches to the side. As Ryl passed by, Andr patted him encouragingly on the back. The mercenary followed him inside, repositioning the screen behind him.

      The toils of the last several days had left Ryl exhausted. His body ached from the abuse it had taken during the stormy retreat from Lord Eligar's frigate. His legs burned from exertion as Andr had maintained a steady pace throughout the day. They traveled fast over the clear terrain and labored to make headway through the unavoidable thorny brush that covered so much of the foreign landscape.

      Ryl lay his head on his small pack, wrapping his phrenic cloak tightly around his body. He was eager for the opportunity to sleep. The light outside had faded leaving only the flickering of their fire.

      “Sleep well, my friend,” Andr whispered from his position near the entrance. He’d turned his head slightly toward Ryl though his vision remained trained outside, scanning for any sign of movement.

      The night was devoid of noise. Aside from occasional quiet crackle from the fire and Andr's steady breathing, there was no sound from outside their shelter. No chirping of insects, no wind rustling through the trees, only silence.

      Ryl had walked as a free man for a day. He’d nearly lost sense of the momentousness of the occasion. The strenuous nature of their current course along with the burden that had landed squarely on his shoulders dampened his enthusiasm. He’d also yet to shake the ever-present sensation of being watched. The residual effect of the constant surveillance that accompanied nearly every moment of his previous life inside The Stocks haunted him still. In time he hoped the feeling would fade.

      He closed his eyes to rest, inhaling a deep, calming breath. The pent-up tension from the day’s trek flowed out with the air from his lungs. Ryl peered into the darkness with his phrenic mindsight. A pinpoint of black streaked across the picture in his mind. Unlike the telltale, glowing sign of the phrenics or tributes, the void that appeared was there one moment then gone the next. Ryl focused, searching farther and farther, yet the phenomenon never repeated.

      For a moment, his heart thundered in his chest as he strained his ears listening for any sound from the night beyond. As the time passed, his heart rate slowed; all remained still outside their earthen cavern. He chalked the vision up to an effect of his extreme exhaustion.

      Ryl rolled to his side, quickly falling asleep.
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      A gentle shake of his leg woke Ryl from a dreamless slumber. The mercenary greeted him, stifling a yawn with the back of his hand.

      “It's your watch now,” Andr said quietly.

      Ryl stretched as he rose sluggishly, moving to take up the position Andr had just vacated.

      “Stay inside the cave. Do not leave without me,” Andr warned Ryl. “It's been silent all night, and that's what concerns me. Never spent a night outside that's this quiet. We've seen enough small game throughout the day, yet not a single hint of anything larger. Either there's nothing here, or it stays well hidden.”

      Andr unbundled this sword and sheath, handing them to Ryl. In all his cycles, he'd never laid a hand upon a sword. He flinched as the memories from his childhood assaulted his senses.

      He remembered the valiant battles he'd waged against the trees bordering his family's small home. The knock of wood against wood rang in his ears. His hands stung as the vibration from the impacts of his wooden sword against the trunks radiated up his arms.

      He remembered walking through the market square with his father. Although his father had never entertained his pleading, Ryl had always wanted to see the swords; their blades polished to a brilliant shine, displayed for all to see—a most enticing lure for young, impressionable boys.

      “You've never held a sword before, have you?” Andr asked intuitively. “Can't see the guard letting you train with steel in The Stocks!”

      Andr pulled the weapon from its sheet with an audible ring. He turned the blade over in his hands instinctively, scanning the surface for any blemishes or chips as if inspecting it for the first time.

      “Starting tomorrow, I'll teach you the basics,” Andr proclaimed. “For tonight, just keep the pointy end away from either of us. If anything moves, wake me before you need to use it.”

      Andr laid down in the space Ryl had just left. It wasn't long before the steady, rhythmic breaths told Ryl that the mercenary was asleep. Ryl peered through the gap between their makeshift door and the rock wall beside him. The sky was clear; the light from the moon and stars illuminated the sparse grove before him in a pale orange glow.

      In his mind, lurking behind every gnarled tree was a monster. Creeping within every shadow an unknown terror waited for him to drop his guard. The sensation of unseen eyes watching him made the hair on the back of his neck stand on end.

      He searched for any sign of the black void he thought he’d tracked earlier. There was no movement. The grove outside remained still and eerily silent.

      Ryl lost track of time as he scanned the trees, watching and listening for signs of motion. The thunder of his apprehensive heartbeat and the sound of their breathing were the only noise to break the quiet of the night.

      Andr rolled over before sitting up, stretching as he made his way to Ryl’s side.

      “Did I miss anything?” he asked rhetorically.

      “Not a thing,” Ryl yawned. “Not once did a single sound break the silence. It's not normal. It feels wrong.”

      “Aye, Ryl. It isn't right,” Andr agreed in a whisper. “There's something wholly off with this land.”

      The mercenary collected the sword from Ryl, strapping it naturally to his hip. He surveyed the quiet grove for a moment, his watchful eyes taking in every detail. The slightest hint of color was beginning to lighten the sky far off to the east.

      “Rest again while you can, I'll take it from here. Great work tonight, Ryl,” Andr said appreciatively before continuing his earlier train of thought. “Count quiet nights like this as a bonus. I assure you; it won’t always be this easy.”

      Andr took up his seat by the door, his eyes returning to their diligent patrol of the grove beyond.

      “You can’t let complacency ruin your options when something happens. It’s how you prepare that makes the difference,” Andr explained. “It takes more effort to stay focused on nights when the world is quiet than in the thick of action.”

      Ryl nodded his head in agreement before laying again by the remains of the fire. His mind continued its questioning. What was that black shape that had flashed in his mindsight? Was there something out there, or was it a figment of his imagination? Could the side effects from the lack of treatment already be running their course?

      He cringed at the prospects.

      Only time would tell.
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      Although Andr had let him sleep, Ryl still woke early as he’d grown accustomed to doing. The habit, conditioned throughout his cycles in The Stocks, would be a tough one to break.

      With high hopes, they checked the small traps. Their disappointment was palpable as both were empty. Pulling all the carrots they could gather, they returned to their ramshackle camp, carefully rationing out their supply of root vegetables. The prospect of surviving on the bland, gritty vegetables alone was undesirable, yet at the moment, they had little option. Andr sectioned off an adequate supply for the rest of the day in the event they failed to turn up more substantial food.

      They broke camp, disassembling their crude door, scattering the limbs before burying the remains of their fire.

      “Are you worried we're being followed?” Ryl quizzed.

      Andr looked up from smoothing the soil over the remains of the concealed embers.

      “Not at the moment,” he answered. “It's fairly safe to assume that no one from The Stocks would be searching for us here. Regardless, it can never hurt to be too careful.”

      Andr rose, wiping the dirt off his legs as he gained his feet. The burnt-orange soil left noticeable stains on his pants where his knees had rested on the ground. He motioned for Ryl to follow him.

      “Something about this place still doesn’t sit well with me,” Andr said, rubbing his hand absently on the back of his neck. “I can’t place why, but even the air here feels wrong.”

      The mercenary led the way to a small clearing off to the side of their shelter. Scattered patches of short orange grass covered the ground around their feet. To this point, their views of the Outlands had been bleak. The sprawling expanse looked as if it had been the victim of a massive fire, one that razed the entire landscape, the green vegetation having never made a recovery.

      Drawing his sword, Andr went through a brief, well-rehearsed set of warm-up exercises. Ryl marveled at the fluid movements of the mercenary as he danced between positions. Although he fought with only one sword, his movements reminded Ryl of the style he’d experienced through Caprien, though nowhere near the speed of the phrenic master. Ryl struggled against an overpowering urge to draw the Leaves and spar with the mercenary. Through sheer power of will alone, he quashed the mounting impulse.

      Ryl had never told Andr the true nature of the Leaves. Although he’d displayed a hint of the speed on the frigate with Andr and Lord Eligar, the true extent of his powers was a mystery to all.

      Including himself.

      Ryl was confident the Leaves would heed his call in a time of need. He could feel the probing pull of the alexen in his blood, pleading with him to be set free. The power would respond to his command, the world around him would slow. Objects would move as if they were passing through water, fighting desperately against an invisible current. His movements in comparison would be like lightning, little more than a blur to the human eye.

      The soulborne wind had responded to his call after he found Delsith and his henchman with Sarial. He felt the familiar boiling in his blood as the wretched thoughts invaded his mind.

      mind. What horrors their vile hands and twisted minds would have wrought on the defenseless women had not fate landed him outside her door at that exact moment?

      Sarial was among the most caring and compassionate of souls he’d ever met. She had willingly served as the de facto mother for the tributes forced into The Stocks. She selflessly nurtured the tired, terrified, broken children and loved them as if they were her own.

      Ryl for one, loved her unconditionally.  As far as he was concerned, she was his mother.

      Ryl shook his head, breaking the train of thought, focusing again on the movements of Andr. The mercenary was finishing his warm-up routine, a light sheen of sweat glistened on his forehead.

      “I don’t know how long we are to be surviving on our own out here, or what surprises the Outlands will hold,” Andr said matter-of-factly. “While I can’t expect you to be an expert in the time we have, I’ll do everything in my power to make sure you can defend yourself.”

      Ryl nodded his head, holding back the excitement that surged through him. Half a lifetime spent in servitude in The Stocks had hardened his body and mind, forced him to mature faster than anyone should be required to. Deep down inside, he still felt the rush of excitement he had had as a child viewing the swords in the market.

      “Before we get into the basic offensive and defensive positions, I need you to understand one thing,” Andr lectured. “The true art of sword fighting is nothing like the fantasies you dreamed of as a child. Nothing like those I pictured as a child. There’s only one goal, and that’s killing your enemy before they kill you. It’s messy, it’s chaotic, it’s brutal.”

      Ryl saw in his mind the visions from the battle with the Horde he’d experienced through Caprien. The sights, sounds, and smells assaulted his senses. He could feel the splash of the warm, sticky black blood on his skin. The cries of bloodlust mingled with the sickening screams of the dying. Andr circled slowly around Ryl, moving in a leisurely arc to the right as he continued his explanation.

      “This is no gentleman’s game,” he lectured.

      Andr stopped his seemingly innocuous circle, angling his blade, reflecting the light from the rising sun into Ryl’s eyes. Surprised and momentarily blinded, he shielded himself from the glare with the back of his hand. The mercenary darted forward, closing the distance between the them in an instant. He swept Ryl’s legs out from under him with a quick kick, sending him careening to the ground.

      For a moment, Ryl could only sit there stunned. Andr leaned forward, reaching out his hand, helping Ryl to his feet.

      “The instant you assume that your opponent will fight fairly will be your last,” he said with a smile.

      Ryl brushed the dirt off his pants.

      “Preparation before entering a fight is a must. Know this—even the best plans will likely fail the moment battle begins,” Andr instructed. “Assume there are ulterior motives for every thrust, every swing, every feign. Predictability will get you killed.”

      Andr carefully sheathed his sword without a glance.

      “Can we use those sticks you’ve been hauling around with you to practice?” Andr asked curiously.

      For a moment, Ryl paused in shock, his mind racing to present a believable retort to the question he knew was coming. His dire feeling of uncertainty must have been visible on his face—Andr chuckled!

      “Look, Ryl,” Andr said. “I’m no fool. I know there is more to you than meets the eye and that those are more than merely sticks to you. Whatever the reason, I want you to know; to me, it’s immaterial. When you’re ready, if you’re ready, I’ll be here to listen. Everything involving the phrenic, your rescue, has been cryptic at best.”

      Andr laughed as he wiped the sweat from his forehead.

      “Honestly, we don’t even know where we’re going,” he said.

      “Then why did you agree to come along?” Ryl posed the question, hoping it would cause no offense.

      “I’m a mercenary, Ryl,” Andr responded bluntly. “Our gracious Lord Eligar offered more than I could refuse. I’ve always thrived on adventure. The challenge, the uncertainty, is an addiction of sorts. I wish I could say it was all for a noble cause, but in truth—it's the money.”

      Something about the way words rolled off his lips, the inflection in his voice, gave Ryl pause. There was more to the story, he was sure of it. As Andr hadn’t pressed him about the Leaves, Ryl bit his tongue.

      He could think of nothing more to than nod his head in acceptance. Reluctantly, he pulled the Leaves out of his pack, handing one to Andr. The mercenary carried on with his instruction as if nothing had happened.

      Andr spent the next hour providing an overly simplified lesson on the basics of sword fighting. The detailed instructions struck a chord with Ryl. As the mercenary helped position his hand into the proper grip, his feet into the proper stance, the information seemed to trigger the knowledge inside him.

      The positions which would have at one point felt foreign, now seemed like second nature. Ryl’s mind flashed back to the motions of Caprien. He experienced the movements of the phrenic as if they were his own. Although one flowed like liquid into the next, there was still a chaotic, yet controlled randomness to the actions. His mind connected the actions with the motions his body already knew. It was akin to opening a book and reading from the rear to the front. His muscles had long since committed the actions to memory, yet his mind had yet to connect the logic or theory behind them. Andr was astounded that he rarely had to correct Ryl after instruction was given.

      Before long, Andr called an end to the informal training, tossing back the Leave. Ryl felt relieved having the pair reunited again in his grasp. He quickly tucked them away in his pack, afraid he might unintentionally activate the weapons.

      “You did well today, Ryl. Very well in fact,” Andr remarked as they gathered their limited supplies. “I am in awe of how rapidly you've taken to it. You're sure you’ve never had any instruction as a child?”

      “Yes, I'm sure,” Ryl snapped, immediately regretting the forcefulness of the response. “I'm sorry. My family's not a subject that elicits fond memories.”

      “Please, don't apologize,” Andr said as he looked at Ryl. There was a profound sense of sympathy written across his face. “I misspoke, it is I who should apologize.”

      He placed his hand on Ryl's shoulder.

      “The rate at which you've comprehended and applied the lessons is astounding,” Andr said. “It's hard to believe you have a better grasp on the basic forms after a morning of training than many I've worked with over the cycles.”

      “I can’t explain it,” Ryl said. “The positions just felt right.”

      “Well, in that case,” Andr laughed. “Trust those instincts and you'll be fine. As long as our situation allows, we'll continue these training sessions every morning and night if we can.”

      Ryl followed Andr to the top of the ridge, under whose earthen walls they’d spent the night. To the north, the jagged peaks of the mountains appeared no closer than they had since their journey had begun. In all other directions, the monotonous landscape stretched out to the horizon. Tall swaths of orange and red grasses scraped together in the breeze. Large patches of jagged bushes filled in the gaps between the stunted trees of the scattered groves. Large boulders and ridges dotted the land. The blazing orb of the sun had risen into the morning sky, and it beat down on them from the east as they surveyed the land ahead of them.

      “We’ll head toward that line of ridges,” Andr said, pointing to the north.

      A low, long ridge rose ahead of them slightly off to the west. The hill ran roughly due north, it’s farthest reaches beyond their view, disappearing into the distance.

      “Looks like we can follow that for a good way,” Andr commented. “The mountains are to the north. As long as we continue heading that way, we’ve gotta run into them eventually.”

      He chuckled aloud at his morbid sarcasm. Ryl appreciated his attempts at lightening the mood. Their situation was at best precarious. They’d been forced to rely on and trust the cryptic tidbits of information provided, to trek without a clear destination into the unknown wilds. Not only was Ryl’s newfound freedom on the line, so too were their lives.

      “We'll press on as far as we can today,” Andr continued. “Keep an eye out for any small game. We're going to need more than carrots to keep us fed.”

      “Sounds like as good a plan as any,” Ryl agreed with a shrug of his shoulders.

      The pair moved carefully down the edge of the ridge, oblivious to the shadow that melted back into the small grove behind them.
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      The monotony of the landscape was tedious. The absence of the full spectrum of colors, however, was the most disconcerting. It was as if they were viewing the world through a colored filter. Ryl never realized how much he missed and appreciated the vibrant greens of the forest.

      The day’s journey stretched on for what seemed like an eternity. The thorny bushes all looked the same. Each boulder appeared to be a repeat of the last. On several occasions Ryl asked Andr if they'd lost their way.

      The ridge on which they traveled, although relatively clear from the assault of the spiked thorn bushes, made for sluggish, wearisome progress. At Andr’s orders, the pair remained several paces down from the easier walking along the crest whenever possible. They chose not to announce their presence by silhouetting themselves against the clear sky.

      The need for shelter, food, and water called an early halt to their trek. The end of their day’s travels found them again under the shade of a stunted copse of trees. Their shelter for the night was a small cave in a loose outcropping of rocks set into the western edge of the grove. The sun was only a hands width from the horizon and falling.

      “Ryl, if you could, dig a hole for our fire here,” Andr said pointing to the loose dirt on the floor of their small cave. “Gather rocks and make a wall about shin high around the outer edge, facing the exit. This should help us hide the light. I'm going to set a few traps and look for water. Shout if you need me.”

      Ryl nodded. His stomach rumbled at the mention of food. Their search for sustenance had come up empty throughout the day. The few small hares they encountered were far too skittish and speedy to run down. Their evening meal looked as if it would consist of a rationed supply of carrots.

      Again.

      It wasn’t long before Andr returned, another lump of vegetables swinging from his hand.

      “Good news is at least we have clean water again,” he said with a smile, dropping his pack to the ground and placing the food carefully on the top. “It appears that each grove of trees is sustained by a spring like what we've found so far. While our stomachs will certainly argue their cause, food we can go without for a stretch. Water, on the other hand, we cannot. Fetch your water skin, let's go fill up. We'll grab limbs for the door on the way back too.”

      Ryl and Andr filled their water skins from the small spring that spurted from the earth. Unlike their water source from the previous day there was no pool, the precious liquid seeping back into the earth after traveling a few meters.

      Andr’s sword made easy work of slicing off a collection of branches. He took his time finding the last, largest of the group, hacking it from its tree with several swings of his blade. Ryl looked on questioningly as he slid the sword back into its sheath.

      “It's a shame we lost all the supplies from the boat,” the mercenary mourned. “That second blade for you would have come in handy. Still, we’ll make do with what we have. A stick with a sharpened stone will be better than nothing should we need it.”

      Ryl questioned his decision to remain silent about the Leaves as he followed the mercenary back to their shelter. On one hand, he couldn't see the harm in trusting Andr with the information, after all, he was trusting him with his life.

      His mind argued the point—he had made a promise to Da'agryn not to reveal what he’d learned about the phrenics, their history, or his powers. He was convinced the old man had known of his coming freedom at the hands of his sponsor, Lord Eligar. Although, how he had known was a question that troubled him, he was determined to uphold his promise.

      Ryl set to the task of starting the fire while Andr hastily constructed their screen of branches. The dry tinder lit with ease, the burning twigs and leaves crackling gently as the fire took hold. The small blaze issued a puff of acrid smoke that momentarily filled the cave before dissipating through the exit. His eyes stung from the harsh smoke, involuntarily filling them with tears. He rubbed them with the back of his hand, wiping off the moisture with the left sleeve of his cloak.

      Andr seemed unfazed by the brief cloud as he sat closer to the modest doorway of their cave. As Ryl worked on the fire, his companion had amassed a small collection of rocks from the surrounding terrain. The mercenary was in the process of standing one up on its end atop a large rock that made up a good portion of their floor. Content that the fire would sustain itself, Ryl shuffled closer, curious to see what Andr was doing.

      The mercenary hefted a larger, rounded rock with both hands, hammering it down on the standing stone. Ryl jumped as small fragments of stone pelted his legs.

      “Sorry about that,” Andr said with an uneven smile.

      He carefully sifted through the fragmented remains of the standing stone.

      “Ah hah, here we go,” he said enthusiastically. “This should work just fine.”

      In his hand was a fragment of the original rock that had been sheared from its parent by the force of the impact. The shard was nearly twice the length of his hand. Its dirty, weathered exterior had hidden a beautifully polished speckled pattern on the inside. The single serrated edge appeared wickedly sharp and spanned nearly half the length of the blade, ending in a pointed tip.

      “This won’t be the most durable of blades,” Andr lamented. “It’s incredibly sharp and will work in a pinch though. There are a couple other fragments here that will work for smaller blades too.”

      Andr carefully picked up another smaller shard and went to work stripping the rough bark and small branches from the largest of the wood he'd cut earlier. Ryl sat down, leaning back against the cold rock wall, silently watching as the mercenary worked.

      Having stripped the branch of its bark, the resulting pole was slightly curved in the middle but straightened toward each end. The resulting shaft stood a little more than waist high to Ryl. Andr dug the blade into the top of the pole, shearing off long thin strips, leaving a notch for the stone blade to slide into. Bringing the pole to the fire, he painstakingly heated the entire length.

      “Baking the wood like this will give you a stronger, lighter shaft,” Andr instructed. “I’m rushing the process, but it’ll do. Keep an eye out for any straighter branches as we go.”

      While the charred pole cooled, Andr dug through his pack, retrieving a length of cord he’d salvaged from the wreckage of their skiff. He unwound a length, leaving several long thin stands.

      “Ryl, hold on to the end of this one for me,” Andr stated. “Do your best to keep the line taut while I pull. The tighter the line, the more secure the blade will be.”

      Ryl nodded and did as asked. Andr fixed the stone blade into its place on the spear, pulling backward on the line while he meticulously lashed the blade to the pole. After tying the end, he repeated the process.

      Before long, Andr held the short spear out in front of his body, admiring his handy work.

      “Come outside with me,” Andr said. “We won’t have time for a full lesson, but I can give you a few pointers before we lose our light. The night here is unsettling. I’d rather not be caught outside after dark.”

      Ryl agreed. Although he’d not sensed any additional abnormalities since the previous evening, the Outlands carried a distinct feeling of paranoia that he’d yet to shake. The feeling was disturbingly similar to being inside The Stocks.

      The ensuing overview was brief, and the short spear performed admirably. Although nothing like his inherited familiarity with sword form, Ryl again impressed his tutor making remarkable headway. The pair broke from the training to check on their traps, finding them again empty. They collected wood for the fire and refilled their water skins in contemplative silence before retiring to their earthen shelter for the night.

      They again spent the night sleeping in shifts while the other maintained a vigilant watch over the silent grove. Ryl yawned, stretching slightly to alleviate the stress that had built in his idle muscles. His watch had proceeded the same as the previous night. Senses on alert, he scanned the moonlit grove for the slightest signs of movement, listening for the smallest hints of noise.

      Again, the night was silent. Even the wind seemed hesitant to disturb the uncomfortable stillness that settled in after dark.

      Ryl had searched for any sign of disturbance from the night before. He'd grown accustomed to the yellow orange glow of his fellow tributes. His vision was now devoid of any life, any comforting glow. Except for the glimpse of the darkened shape that had appeared the previous night only to disappear as rapidly as it had come, the complete absence of life at night was disorienting in its unfamiliarity.

      Ryl jumped as the harrowed squeal of an animal ripped through the silence of the night. The wail ended with a sickening snapping sound.

      He felt the gooseflesh cover his arms.

      Seeing nothing, he quickly scanned the area looking for any anomalies like the previous night. He felt his heart skip a beat as he tracked a black mass retreating from his vision off to the right. He’d hoped the shadow from the previous night was merely a figment of his overactive imagination.

      His heart sank at the realization. What he had seen was real. Somehow the unseen figure that moved noiselessly in the dark was visible to him using his mindsight.

      They weren't alone.

      Andr was at his side before he could move to wake him, the mercenary’s sword sung quietly as it slid out from inside its sheath.

      “Did you see anything?” Andr whispered, his eyes rapidly scanned the darkness for any motion.

      The night was clear, the stars and moon illuminated the landscape in soft light, yet the thick shadows beneath the trees were impenetrable.

      “I saw nothing. It’s been silent since I took over,” Ryl squeaked back, afraid to raise his voice any louder. “Whatever that was, sounded like it came from over there.”

      Ryl pointed off to the right of their sheltered cave.

      “In the direction of our traps,” he said as an afterthought, his voice trailing off.

      “That sounded like a cry of pain from a wounded animal,” Andr relayed quietly.

      “Could we have just caught something?” Ryl asked.

      “Possibly,” Andr admitted. “I’ve trapped my fair share of game in my days using traps just like I set here. I’ve never heard a noise like that before. Certainly not the snapping.”

      Ryl again withheld the information about the black mass he’d seen retreating using his carefully hidden powers, and the fear of what it meant. There was something out there, that he could see, yet not identify. In his mind, he acknowledged that the time to share at least a portion of his skills was fast approaching.

      “Quietly fill in the remains of the fire with the dirt from its hole,” Andr instructed with a whisper.

      Ryl silently pushed the dirt back onto the pit, smothering the soft orange glow in darkness. It was only a moment before he’d returned to Andr’s side. They both peered out into the silence of the night.

      The pair remained together standing watch as the time crawled by. The world around them had returned to the eerie stillness that had preceded the blood-curdling scream.

      “I know it’ll be a tough proposition, but you should get some rest,” Andr said. “I’ll wake you if I hear another sound.”

      Ryl opened his mouth to complain, but a yawn involuntarily took the place of where his voice should have been. He nodded his head, silently padding his way to the rear of the small cave, stretching out on the ground. He laid the stone spear on the dirt in front of him before pulling the Leaves out of his pack. The empty remains of his splint tumbled out onto the ground.

      He was thankful for the stone spear Andr had made for him, confident that it would serve him well if he needed to defend himself. He was certain now that there was something lurking in the shadows. Whether it was alone and had followed them or if they were two separate creatures, he couldn't be certain. Ryl couldn’t understand why he was able to see it similarly to the way he could identify other tributes. Was it the Horde he was seeing, or something else?

      Either way, he wanted the Leaves closer at hand.
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      With thoughts of redesigning his splint temporarily distracting him from the agonizing wail, Ryl managed to fall into a fractured sleep. He woke at his usual time before sunrise. Andr who was still steadfast at his post, nodded with a grunt as Ryl approached the entrance. His eyes never left their continuous sweep of the surrounding area.

      “Been quiet since you slept,” Andr said in a low voice. “You’re up early.”

      “I’ve woken at this hour for over half my life,” Ryl commented. “It will be a tough habit to break. Want me to take over while you rest?”

      “Thank you for the offer, but no,” he replied with a smile.

      The corner of his eyes rested for a moment on the splint and Leaves in Ryl’s hand.

      “What do you intend to do with those?” the mercenary inquired.

      Ryl thought about his response for a moment before answering. Andr knew there was more to the Leaves than he was letting on. Thankfully, the mercenary seemed unbothered by the withheld information.

      “I’d like to modify this splint to make a pair of bracers of sorts, using these as the supports,” Ryl explained.

      Andr turned his head for a moment looking at Ryl then the Leaves and splint. A momentary look of confusion flashed across his face.

      “I still don't understand why, but I know those sticks are important to you,” Andr grumbled. “Bracers aren't a bad idea though with all the thorny bushes around here. You handle those sticks well and even blunt objects can save your life in a fight. Hidden ones even more. I’m all for it.”

      Though he wasn’t looking for permission, Ryl was relieved that Andr agreed with his plan. He was happy to have earned the acceptance of the seasoned mercenary.

      “What do you need from me?” Andr volunteered.

      “Nothing right now,” Ryl replied with a smile that had grown larger, spreading across his face. “I can use the stone blade to cut this. It should be a relatively simple adjustment.”

      A quiet laugh escaped from the mercenary.

      “Mind those words my young friend,” he said sternly. “They can be a curse, and we don't have all day you know. Not much more than an hour before sunup. I want to check on those traps at first light.”

      The night was still dark, yet the first hints of color could be seen eking their way into the sky above.

      “Good luck,” Andr said, patting him on the back.

      Ryl wasted no time diving into the task before him. The edge of the stone blade was razor sharp, slicing through the splint with ease. Once cut in half, the fabric fell short of wrapping completely around his forearms. He chose to leave the exposed skin on the inside of his arms, while the Leaves rested along the underside.

      The weapons still fit tightly into their makeshift sheathes. The heel of his thumb served as a natural stopper, preventing the weapons from falling should the fabric stretch. Using the stone blade, he made a series of small holes on both sides of the fabric. Taking the straps of leather that had held his original splint, he fashioned long strips which he fed through the holes he’d created. He wrapped them in a crisscrossing pattern up his arm, tying them together tightly at the top.

      Ryl smiled with a sense of accomplishment as he held his arms out examining his work. The process had consumed only a short amount of time, yet he was exceptionally pleased with the result.

      The custom bracers fit snugly on his arms with the fabric providing an extra layer of protection from the thorny bushes. However, with the innate toughness of his skin, a byproduct of the newly inherited woodskin, along with the seemingly impervious phrenic cloak that covered his left arm, the benefit was negligible.

      The sensations of the Leaves close to his skin as well as having the weapons available at a moment’s notice were the true benefits of the redesigned bracers. The stone spear was an effective and deadly weapon, yet the tried-and-true Leaves were a greater comfort as the pair plodded further into the unknown.

      “Mind if I look at your handywork?” Andr inquired.

      The sky had lightened dramatically as the sun stretched above the horizon. Ryl moved to Andr’s side allowing the mercenary to make a quick inspection of the bracers. He turned Ryl’s arms over and back again as he catalogued every detail of the simple design. The mercenary smiled, involuntarily nodding his head in approval.

      “Well done. A simple design, yet effective,” Andr said with unveiled respect. “The sun’s far enough in the sky. It’s time we go check on the traps. Grab the spear then let's go.”

      Ryl quickly retrieved the spear, rejoining Andr as he pulled down their loosely woven branch screen. He focused his mind, searching for any sign of the black shape that had appeared over the last two nights. As he expected, there was no sign of any movement.

      “Follow me,” Andr whispered. “Stay quiet.”

      Ryl nodded his head as he followed the mercenary from the cave. He squinted his eyes at the drastic change in light as they exited, melting quickly into the copse. The dappled light from the sun through the trees spread across the ground in random, scattered patterns. The air under the canopy was still. Their feet crunched softly as they fell on the leaves strewn across the reddish earth.

      The staggered trees left open lines of sight in nearly all directions. No hints of movement or sounds other than their own came from any direction. Ryl could hear his heartbeat thundering in his ears.

      As they approached the first of their traps the sickening smell was the first thing to assault their senses. It was an unmistakable scent of death mixed with the putrid odor of decay. The stench threatened the meager contents of Ryl's stomach as he fought back the urge to wretch. He held his spear at the ready, quickly scanning again, finding no trace of the blackness from the night. Andr held one hand over his nose the other wrapped tightly around the hilt of his sword.

      The scene that met their eyes was a horror. Unidentifiable remains of a small animal were strewn about in a radius of blood, flesh, entrails and bone. The trees were awash with splatters of blood, small chunks of quickly rotting flesh clung to their bark. Bits of fur, flesh and bone were strewn about the area. Whatever had done this was less interested in feeding than tearing the poor creature to pieces.

      At the center of the slaughter, mixed in with the remains of their trap, lay the bloodied head of the unfortunate animal, its skull crushed beyond recognition. Brain matter, bones, and bits of fur squished under their feet as they paused viewing in the scene with utter revulsion.

      The air was thick with the overpowering odor, the stench far more potent in the midst of the devastation. Ryl squeezed his mouth shut for fear he'd taste it.

      “What could have done this?” he choked out the words, fighting back another wave of nausea.

      “I hate to admit, I have no idea,” Andr replied quietly. “I’ve never seen this level of wanton destruction before.”

      Their heads were on a swivel as they scanned the grove.

      “We need to fill up on water and leave here now,” Andr said hurriedly, directing Ryl back toward the small spring. “I’m afraid we’re going to have to skip your lesson for the morning. We need to put distance between us and whatever did this.”

      Ryl savored the flavor of the fresh air as they hastened from the scene of the massacre. Andr abruptly grabbed his shoulder, pulling him to a halt. The mercenary hesitated, scanning the surrounding grove before bending down, taking a knee.

      His finger pointed toward a patch of clear reddish earth less than a meter in front of him.  In the loose soil was what appeared to be the deformed footprint of a man.

      The foot itself was longer than his own, the heel was far skinnier and ended in a point.  The toes were thin and the large, deep gouges in the earth painted the shocking portrait of long, curved claws.

      “Do you recognize the track?” Ryl said, his voice barely a whisper.

      “I’ve never seen the like,” Andr gasped. “We need to leave this area, quickly. To the spring, now.”

      It was only a matter of agonizing moments before they reached the small spring. Visions of the ruined creature and the footprint played in their heads. They wasted no time, taking turns drinking from the refreshing spring, refilling their water skins as the other stood guard. Ryl focused his mind, scanning the surrounding area, thankfully finding nothing out of the ordinary.

      Andr pulled the few remaining vegetables from the soft earth, wiping them off on his pant leg before stuffing them into his pack. The addition of the game from the trap would have been a welcomed change. Ryl's stomach rumbled at the thought of having meat to supplement their paltry ration of carrots.

      As hungry as he was, the thought of food in the aftermath of the massacre they'd just witnessed instantly culled his appetite.
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      Ryl and Andr fled the small grove with haste. As with the day before they travelled just below the peak of the ridge running to the north. Their pace was sluggish owing to the rugged terrain and the care at which they observed their surroundings.

      As always, Andr's eyes were in a constant state of motion, a habit instilled from a career served as a mercenary. Ryl too, scanned the landscape. His eyes lingered on every shadow, watching with morbid anticipation for a nameless abomination to make its presence known. He searched with the mindsight for any sign of the black shapes.

      Thankfully, nothing appeared.
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      For five days the pair travelled under the cloud of foreboding that had settled in after discovering the slaughter. The scattered ridges and outcroppings of rock had increased in size and number and they were fortunate to find caves to shelter in as night descended over the unknown land. The dense patches of thorny brush had grown more infrequent the further north they moved, though the orange and red hues still abounded over everything in the Outlands.

      There had been no additional sign of whatever creature had caused the devastation. The nights remained silent and still. They were even rewarded with a hare in one of their hastily constructed traps. Its meat provided a much-anticipated change to their staple of gritty carrots.

      As the days wore on, Ryl’s anxiety grew increasingly more troublesome. The fear of the unseen dangers in the night was being overshadowed, supplanted by his worry over the unavoidable approach of the sickness.

      They'd now traveled for nearly eight full days—leaving Ryl two days overdue for his treatment. The cleverly disguised poison he and the other tributes were forced to choke down for cycles would soon diminish in concentration to the point where it would fall prey to the alexen in his blood. The battle that would soon rage within his body would manifest itself with debilitating effects.

      They were running out of time.

      The pair had followed the base of a low ridge heading to the northwest for most of the day. Over the last several days the desire for speed over stealth had pushed them to a greater, more reckless pace. Though they covered more ground during the day, their haste resulted in more frequent stops at the groves that lay scattered across the land. Thankfully, the small plots of trees readily provided water and a consistent supply of food, albeit the choice of nutrition was annoyingly limited.

      Exhaustion was beginning to have ill effects on them both. The Haven Mountains were still far to the north. The frustrating range never appeared to be any closer than it had the day before. The true distance remaining between their position and the peaks was an agonizing mystery. Attempting to shelter in the Outlands for the majority of a moon to weather Ryl's coming sickness would undoubtedly amount to a death sentence.

      The thought soured Ryl's mood, momentarily distracting him from his survey of the land that stretched out before them. He lay prone on a large, flat rock an arm’s length away from Andr.

      They’d found a small cave a short distance from the peak of the ridge they’d been following. After a short climb to the top, they'd crawled out across the stone to steal a discrete view of the surrounding landscape. The sun was rapidly descending toward the horizon to their left.

      Ahead, the mountains loomed tall, dominating the horizon to the north. In all other directions the Outlands continued unbroken.

      “We should head toward that second ridge,” Andr commented. “The ground looks flatter and the groves closer.”

      Ryl sighed in response, putting his head down on the red rock. The surface was warm having baked all day in the heat of the sun’s light.

      “How are you holding up?” Andr asked, his smile growing to cover the hint of worry that flashed across his face.

      “I'm fine,” Ryl snapped before he could control his frayed nerves. “I'm sorry. Just really tired. I’d give anything to see a hint of greenery right now.”

      “I second that,” Andr agreed. “They can't be too much farther, though. I’ve studied what I could of the few maps that have been made of the Outlands. The Haven Mountains are the only consistent feature in any of them. They run west from The Stocks. We have to run into them sooner or later.”

      “I'd prefer sooner, if at all possible,” Ryl grumbled.

      Andr patted him on the shoulder, slowly shimmying his way off the rock covered peak. Ryl followed closely behind.

      Their shelter for the night was a cave set about twenty meters below the top of the ridge. The pair had filled their water skins and stomachs as they replenished their supplies of the gritty tasting carrots at the last copse of gnarled trees shortly before settling here. They made their watchful descent to settle for an early night’s rest.

      Ryl trailed Andr’s lead, carefully plotting his way down the moderate slope of the ridge. Without warning, his vision blurred and his head spun. He lost his balance with a gasp as he toppled forward. His enhanced agility failed him, and he slammed into the loose rock of the hill sliding into the back of the mercenary in front of him. Luckily, Andr braced his legs against a solid boulder, arresting Ryl’s uncontrolled tumble down the hill.

      Ryl’s forearms and chest had taken the bulk of the impact from the fall. Andr helped prop him back into a sitting position, worriedly looking him over for injury.

      “Are you ok?” he asked, his voice laden with concern.

      Ryl squeezed his eyes closed waiting for the spinning to stop before attempting to answer.

      “I think so,” Ryl responded hesitantly. “I don’t know what happened. One moment I was walking, the next, the dizziness took me from my feet. I don’t know if this is just fatigue, or if we have a bigger problem at hand.”

      “Let’s get you back to the cave,” Andr said reassuringly. “Some extra rest tonight will hopefully do you wonders.”

      Ryl nodded in agreement, yet in his heart he feared the worst. He could feel the subtle differences inside him. The blood in his veins felt sluggish, yet agitated, as if it fought to crawl throughout his body. As if it fought for every inch of progress. There was a war waging in his blood.

      The sickness was beginning.

      They made it back to their meager shelter without further incident. Ryl plopped himself down leaning against the back wall, laying his pack down next to him to serve as a pillow. He collapsed onto it with an uncharacteristic lack of coordination. Andr watched him with worried eyes.

      Before tonight they'd remained vigilant in their watch schedule. The boredom from eventless shift after shift—night after night spent staring into the motionless darkness—was exhausting. The sound of their tired breathing provided the only soundtrack to their monotonous vigil. To this point, the fatigue had been held at bay by memories of the scream that had pierced the night. Images of the bloodbath they stumbled upon the following morning still haunted his mind.

      He knew that Andr had been stretching the length of his own shifts allowing Ryl the additional rest. He’d sought to do the same, as he knew the mercenary needed the rest too, yet Andr had always woken, as if on cue, every time. Ryl watched the guard settle into his position by the door before closing his eyes.
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      Ryl hadn’t realized he’d fallen asleep, waking with a start. His eyes were hesitant to adjust to the darkness inside the cave. He could make out the form of Andr silhouetted against the charcoal backdrop of the moonlit sky, head turning ever so slightly surveying the quiet night. He slammed his eyes shut again clenching his jaw together as another wave of dizziness rushed over him. His inadvertent groan drew the attention of the ever observant Andr.

      “Ryl, are you alright?” Andr whispered.

      “Aye, I’ll be fine,” he responded, not entirely convinced at the truthfulness of his statement.

      Andr gave him a half-hearted smile, turning his head back to its original scan of the exterior. Ryl eased his body up to a seated position, leaning back against the cold hard stone of the cave’s wall. As quickly as it had come, the dizziness passed, leaving a mild sense of nausea in its wake.

      Ryl’s eyes went wide as he examined the interior of the cave they’d chosen for shelter. Where there was nothing but solid rock earlier the walls and ceiling now appeared to be dripping like wax heated by a flame. He watched as the surface oozed down in sheets, small clumps falling noiselessly to the floor. Stalactites of liquid rock stretched to their limits before separating, splattering on the ground below. He shook his head, closing and rubbing his eyes.

      He cautiously opened them again, afraid of what he might see. The rock before him was solid once more, though Andr had turned again at his unintended gasp. Ryl gave him a slight wave in response, placating his worrying companion. He blinked again and again yet the scene that met his eyes remained the same.

      So focused was his attention on the apparent hallucination Ryl was unaware that he inadvertently scanned the area with his mindsight. He would have overlooked the blackened shape that appeared altogether had it not made a rapid sudden movement.

      Ryl focused with intent, searching for the sign that now moved from right to left, skirting the edge of his phrenic mindsight. The mild nausea was forgotten as he felt his stomach drop.

      A second black shape moved to meet the first.
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      Stumbling across the small cave, Ryl reached the entrance in a flash, skidding to a stop at Andr’s side. He glared out into the darkness, eyes darting across the landscape before him. He closed his eyes, focusing his mindsight, locating the two shapes immediately. He opened them again and refocused his visual search on a small outcropping of rocks well off the face of the ridge they’d sought shelter in. His heart was convinced, yet his head needed visual confirmation of what he feared.

      “What is it?” Andr whispered, caught off guard by Ryl’s sudden approach and erratic behavior.

      “See that pile of rocks?” Ryl stammered out in a distressed whisper, pointing toward the outcropping he’d seen the shadows slip behind. “There’s something out there.”

      “Ryl, what are you talking about?” Andr retorted.

      “Just look,” Ryl hissed, interrupting the mercenary mid-sentence.

      Andr’s eyes rested on Ryl for a moment before turning his focus to the outcropping where Ryl had directed them. Ryl switched between looking with his eyes, and searching with his phrenic mindsight, confirming that the distinct black shapes still maintained their discrete positions. Time stretched on; the apparitions remained hidden from view behind the rocks. He heard Andr let out a sigh as the world around them remained still and silent.

      “Are you feeling alright? You’re acting strange,” Andr said worriedly. “I don’t see anything there.”

      Ryl was frustrated; he ran his hands through his hair, tugging at the locks as they passed between his fingers. He froze as the idea came to him. Silently, he slid his way to the back of the cavern, falling to his hands and knees probing the rocks along the base of the wall. A chunk, slightly smaller than the size of his fist separated from the rest. Grabbing the loose stone, he rose to his feet, moving with all the speed he could muster in their cramped confines toward the entrance. Andr ducked out of his way as Ryl reared his arm back, launching the stone projectile out into the air to their right.

      “What’s going on, Ryl?” Andr questioned, sounding less worried and more annoyed at his erratic behavior.

      “Look at the rocks,” Ryl snapped quietly.

      Andr slowly turned his eyes from Ryl to the cluster of rocks where he was again pointing.

      The stone soared noiselessly through the air as it made its descent from the mouth of their small cave down toward the base of the ridge. The crack of its impact with the ground echoed like thunder through the silent night. Ryl watched with nervous anticipation as the sounds of the stone fracturing spread throughout the night like ripples over still water.

      Before the pieces came to their silent rest, Ryl had his answer. He felt Andr tense beside him as a solitary shadow burst out from behind the stones, streaking across the open ground. The shape was nothing more than a blur across the dimly lit landscape before it disappeared behind another large, natural cairn.

      Little in the sense of detail could be distinguished through the dark of the night. The creature was fast, loping across the exposed gap between the rocks with large strides of its two long legs. Did the shadows know they were close or was it chance that had placed them behind that outcropping? Ryl shuddered at the thought—the answer was ominously clear.

      They were being hunted.

      “How?” Andr whispered, lost for words.

      Ryl knew that they were running short of time; some secrets would have to come to light. With the bouts of dizziness and the hallucinations increasing in frequency, he was convinced the sickness they'd fled was now taking hold. He took a deep breath, finding the words before responding.

      “I’ve hesitated in telling you certain things about me, not in any attempt to deceive you, but to honor a promise I once made,” Ryl said quietly.

      Andr nodded as he listened yet his eyes remained trained to the outside, hand on the hilt of his sword.

      “There's no way to explain it without sounding detached from reality, so I'll not try to disguise it. I’ve inherited an ability to see certain things,” Ryl spoke in a hushed tone. “Unlike how you or others see things, you rely on the details provided to your eyes. I can see them in my mind.”

      “What can you see with your mind?” Andr asked skeptically.

      “Contrary to eyesight, I can only identify certain objects by the color or glow they give off, and only at a relatively short distance,” Ryl continued. “Until a few days ago, the only thing I’ve ever been able to see were the other tributes.”

      Andr removed his gaze from the darkness outside for a moment, twisting his head to Ryl. He squinted his eyes as he studied him for a moment.

      “Those things aren’t tributes,” Andr said emphatically before returning his eyes to the darkened exterior.

      “I know, I don’t understand it myself. The phrenic have the answers. That hope has carried me this far,” Ryl admitted. “To me, the tributes glow a warm, yellow or golden light. Whatever it is that lurks outside, it’s cold and black. Like a void.”

      Andr breathed a series of long, slow breaths, scanning the outside for a few moments before responding.

      “You know, if you had told me a moon earlier that you could see things, I would have rushed you to a mender. Would have questioned your sanity,” Andr confessed. “I believe you, Ryl. As far-fetched as it may seem, I believe you. When did you first see these ... these black shapes?”

      “I caught the fleeting glimpse of one our first night in the Outlands,” Ryl whispered, watching for any further movement from outside. “The glimpse was so fleeting, I thought it was my mind playing a trick on me. I never saw a trace of it again until the night of the scream. There was a solitary black shape that darted away from the direction we heard the sound. From where we found the remains. I've seen no sign of it again until now.”

      “Is it just the one?” Andr asked.

      “Unfortunately, no,” Ryl’s voice was downtrodden. “There’s a second, behind the rocks where I had you look.”

      Ryl closed his eyes, focusing his mind. He quickly located both shapes, motionless behind their respective cover.

      “They’re both still there,” Ryl continued. “Both are still motionless. What do you think they’re waiting for?”

      Andr inhaled a deep breath before letting it out slowly.

      “Us, Ryl,” he whispered. “They’re waiting for us.”

      The pair remained on guard together, watching the rocks for any sign of motion. Ryl frequently scanned the area, finding that the creatures remained where they were hiding. The time passed rapidly, as the sudden excitement spurred their tired minds into action. Ryl caught Andr hiding a yawn out of the corner of his eye.

      “You should get rest,” Ryl commented. “I can keep watch now. They haven’t moved in hours. I’ll let you know if I see any motion.”

      Andr waited a moment before responding as if searching for a valid reason to protest. Begrudgingly, he accepted the offer, shifting to the back of the cave with one final look at the exterior.

      “Wake me if they move,” Andr ordered.

      “I will,” Ryl replied. “Sleep well.”

      Andr chuckled quietly before laying down to rest.

      Ryl sat on the ground in the middle of the doorway to their cave, hidden beneath the shadow of the opening. He laid the spear across his lap, crossing his arms, resting his palms on the Leaves that lay in wait inside his bracers.

      What were the creatures below?

      What were they doing?

      The thoughts of the possibilities carried him through the still watch. When his eyes weren't trained on the rocks, he surveyed the area with his phrenic mindsight. The creatures continued their motionless vigil, tucked safely out of sight.

      Severe hallucinations, like the one he’d experienced earlier were thankfully absent throughout his watch. Ryl did, however, suffer through two additional waves of extreme dizziness as he stood guard. He braced his body against the rock at their onset, determined not to fall from his post. Both passed rapidly and he regained full control of his senses within moments.

      The frequency of the bouts was alarming. Throughout his life, he’d never experienced any form of sickness before. The onset of the severe symptoms was frightening in their intensity as his condition continued to deteriorate. From all he’d heard the symptoms became debilitating. Did they have time to make it to the mountains before that happened? Even if they reached the mountains, what then?

      The sun had nearly completed its circuit, pushing the darkness up from beneath the horizon. Ryl leaned back to stretch, rolling his neck from side to side to work out the kinks that had formed. A shadow from behind the outcropping on the left surged out from behind its cover heading toward the other that remained motionless toward his right. The second creature exploded forward, trailing the first as it passed its location. In an instant, the pair had disappeared behind the terrain to the south.

      Ryl closed his eyes, searching with his mindsight. The creatures had already sped past the boundary of his range. All was still and silent once more. His eyes and mindsight scanned repeatedly yet no trace of the pair returned by the time the sun rose from below the horizon to the east.

      Andr woke with the sun, greeting Ryl with a smile as he approached the mouth of the cave. After relaying the news of the creature’s retreat, Ryl and Andr hastily broke camp, determined to make a quick investigation behind the closest outcropping of rock. Following that, the plan was to move with all due speed to the north.

      Sword and spear in hands they stalked toward the northernmost outcropping from where the first of the shadows had appeared. Andr called their approach to a halt, stopping twenty meters from the rocks.

      “Do you see any sign of them?” he asked, his voice no more than a whisper.

      “No, I see nothing,” Ryl responded confidently.

      “Stay behind me,” Andr instructed. “Keep your spear at the ready.”

      Ryl followed a pace behind Andr as he crept toward the rocks. Ryl checked again for any trace of the black masses in his vision at ten meters out, and again at five. In all directions, the surrounding landscape was clear of the blackened stains of the unknown creatures.

      Rounding the largest rock that formed the right edge of the pile, they were assaulted by the unforgettable, putrid smell. The fetid, rotting stench elicited vivid memories of the carnage left behind by the unseen creature. The scent sparked another memory altogether in Ryl, a visceral experience that had been forever imprinted in his mind.

      Andr dove, rounding the corner, throwing himself into a controlled roll. In doing so, he kept the bulk of his body out of the logical plane for a surprise attack had someone or something been waiting there to ambush them. He was on his feet immediately, sword ready to either defend or strike. Ryl was only a step behind as Andr slid his blade back into his sheath.

      Whatever had lurked behind the rock was gone, leaving powerful traces of their foul odor behind. Sunken into the ground were a score of footprints, similar to the one they'd found earlier in their trek. The long claws on each foot left deep parallel gouges in the earth.

      Ryl rushed to take a deep, steadying breath as the dizziness struck again without warning. He gasped for air as he fell to his knees, closing his eyes as his world around him spun out of control.

      The extreme disorientation passed in a moment. Ryl blinked open his eyes in the nick of time. He lunged backward; the spear slipped from his hands as the jagged, rusted sword bit into the earth where his body had been. Pieces of dirt and rock sprayed over him, stinging his face.

      Chaos surrounded him. In every direction was a seething mass of disfigured bodies, churning over each other to reach him. Long claws sliced through anything in their path, swords impaled and hacked off limbs as they fought their way closer. He frantically pushed himself backward, his spine and head slamming into the rock behind him with a jarring force. His eyes clenched shut involuntarily.

      Ryl struggled to correct his vision. As it cleared, he saw Andr was kneeling before him, arms outstretched, hands resting carefully on his shoulders. He was talking to him, but Ryl heard no sound. Andr looked worried.

      More worried than he'd ever seen him.

      Ryl’s hearing, along with the rest of his senses returned in a tidal wave of sensation. The back of his head throbbed, sweat drenched his body soaking through his thin clothes. He was shaking uncontrollably. The stench was everywhere. The noxious, gut wrenching smell of death. So too was his recognition.

      “Ryl can you hear me?” Andr’s voice sounded panicked and distant.

      Ryl felt his pupils contract and dilate in rapid succession as they struggled to focus on Andr's face.

      “I know what they are,” Ryl said in a whisper. “The Outland Horde. They're here.”
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      The pace they set leaving the scene was frantic. Through a combination of jogging and fast walking they pushed onward to the north, focusing on speed over concealment. The hallucinations and increasing frequency of the uncontrollable bouts of dizziness heralded the rapid acceleration of the sickness. They had hoped to reach the mountains, desperate to find safe harbor before the inevitable onslaught of the sickness overtook him. They had hoped to remain undetected.

      On both accounts they had failed.

      The sickness was upon them.

      The Horde had been on their trail since the beginning.

      There was no sign of pursuit throughout the day. Their eyes maintained a vigilant survey of the surrounding land for any evidence of movement. Ryl relied on his mindsight regularly to scan the area. He pushed out against the furthest boundaries of his range for signs of the telltale black shapes that he now recognized as their pursuers.

      Though they were free from pursuit, bouts of unpredictable dizziness and hallucinations hindered their movement. While none were as visceral and potent as the one Ryl had experienced earlier in the day, they all required varying degrees of delay.

      The dizziness proved far more problematic in its frequency and severity. Without warning Ryl would topple to the ground, his arms and knees receiving the greatest share of the abuse.

      His pants were torn at both knees and blood leaked from multiple scrapes as they found shelter in a small opening underneath the overhang of a ledge. Ryl’s thickened skin relegated the injuries to little more than an annoyance. The terrain had grown rockier and dramatically more troublesome throughout the day. Still, from the peak of the ledge, there was no visible sign of green forest on the horizon.

      Once under the relative security of their shelter Ryl collapsed, falling asleep almost immediately. As darkness fell, even without the benefit of Ryl's visions, the shadows moving across the ground just off the base of the ridge were evident. The mercenary now counted four separate shadows as they paced about slowly in plain view. Curiously, they had seemingly abandoned any attempt at stealth on their part.

      Ryl’s sleep had become restless and fitful as the night progressed. Andr watched with his naked blade in his hand as the night slipped further by. The cave they’d found for shelter was small enough that Ryl’s sleeping body was less than a meter away, allowing Andr to check on him without having to forsake his watch. Throughout the night, Ryl's temperature rose steadily. The increasing heat radiating off his body warmed their cramped shelter.

      The raging fever that wracked his body broke at a rapid rate that defied explanation. The unnaturally quick change was unsettling, but Ryl fell back into a comfortable sleep. Outside, the Horde maintained their distance, silently pacing from rock to rock. One hundred paces separated them, yet he could feel their haunting eyes watching him.

      Ryl rose sluggishly to his knees. His relied on the shaft of the stone tipped spear to prop himself up. Andr turned his head at the sound, a worried smile cracking across his face.

      “Do you see them tonight?” Ryl's whisper was hoarse and raspy.

      “Aye. There are four of them,” Andr replied in a hushed tone, pointing his hand out into the night.

      Ryl squinted his eyes, peering out into the dark. He quickly dropped to his knees, pressing down on the butt of the spear, bracing his body against it for support.

      After a moment, Ryl looked up again, blinking a tear from his eye.

      “Another episode?” Andr asked. There was no disguising the concern that riddled his voice.

      “Just dizziness this time,” Ryl replied softly, forcing a small smile. “I can feel the shift in my body when the episodes are coming now. At least it gives me a moment to prepare.”

      “You should lay back down,” Andr said patiently. The fatherly tone in his voice caught Ryl by surprise.

      “No. I'm ok for now,” Ryl said quietly. “You need to sleep too. The time’s coming when I'll be more of a burden than I am now. Get your rest while you can.”

      “Can you do this?” Andr asked.

      Ryl was hesitant and unsure about his next move. The necessity for Andr to rest, to stay alert was crucial to their survival in the days to come. He focused, sending out a wave of sincerity as he mouthed the next words.

      “Yes, I'm fine,” Ryl assured his companion. “The rest did me wonders. I'll shout if anything changes.”

      Andr fixed Ryl with a look he'd never seen from the elder mercenary. His head tilted slightly to the side. The expression in his eyes, the subtle upturn of one corner of his lip chilled him to the core.

      Ryl’s eyes grew wide as he watched Andr’s face slowly contort. The skin on his cheeks tightened, the shaggy hair shortened and the stubble disappeared. The expression remained, but the face had changed.

      The face of his father stared back at him.

      Ryl felt the impulse to scream. He felt the call to flee. He fought the desire to stab outward with the stone spear. He squeezed his eyes shut, willing the vision to pass.

      Andr was gripping him by the shoulders as he opened his eyes. For the first time, he saw fear in the mercenary’s eyes.

      Ryl sent a wave of comfort that washed over his companion. Andr's iron grip on his shoulders softened. His head hung slightly as he turned for the back of the cave.

      “Thank you, Andr,” Ryl whispered. “For everything.”

      The mercenary pivoted his head back toward Ryl. A small, forced smile stretched across his face before he laid down on the cold, hard ground. His sword remained in its sheath though his hand closed around the hilt, resting the weapon carefully across his chest.

      Ryl returned his watchful eyes back to the exterior, looking out across the drab landscape. Light from the moon, high in the cloudless night sky illuminated the area to the front of their cave. He could clearly make out the four shadows moving as they milled about with reckless abandon. Focusing his mind, he scanned the area for their signatures.

      He was disheartened yet unsurprised to find two additional shadows lurking at the outskirts of his mindsight. One was situated to the right and one to the left of their position, hidden among the rocks of the ridge. Were the four in front, the creatures who moved carefree in plain sight, merely a distraction for a surprise attack from the side?

      The hours passed quickly for Ryl; his focus remaining on the movements of the Horde. Both groups appeared content in their present locations. Those to the front continued to mill about at random. The individuals on both sides remained still. Could this all be a coincidence? Could the Horde merely be gathering of their own volition?

      Information about the true capabilities of the Horde was a mystery. Few outside of Taben and the courageous phrenic defenders of old had witnessed their prowess on the battlefield. Seemingly devoid of tactics they had relied on sheer numbers to overwhelm their foes. In reality, this strategy would have worked had it not been for the small, gifted force that stood in their path. They had not counted on, nor could they comprehend, the abilities of the phrenics or the assistance the Erlyn Woods provided.

      Ryl refused to believe that the gathering of the shadows that stalked the night before his eyes was a mere coincidence.

      He suffered through several spells of dizziness, thankful for the seated position where he could brace himself against the rock door to their cave. The few bouts of hallucinations, while troubling, passed rapidly. His concern grew as his fever swelled. Ryl alternated between intense chills and raging heat. His body shook with such ferocity that he bit down on his cloak to stop the noise of his teeth chattering together. Moments later, he burned with an uncontrollable fire and sweat soaked through his tattered clothes.

      Ryl struggled onward through the night until his body felt it could take no more. The last dizzy spell that had passed only a moment earlier was one of the worst yet. He had collapsed to the ground as the world around him spun with the ferocity of a storm. The nausea would have emptied his stomach had there been anything left in it to expel. He staggered to rise to his knees as he attempted to regain his focus. His vision was still blurred and he struggled to regain control of his mind.

      With one final effort, he focused with all his might. The frantic scene burst into view.

      Blackened silhouettes of the Horde to the front had increased their activity. They darted back and forth across the open area at a frenzied pace. To either side the shadows were close, silently streaking toward Andr and Ryl’s position, running along the top of the ridge. They would be on them in moments.

      “Andr. They’re coming,” Ryl whispered urgently as he poked the mercenary with the butt of his spear.

      Andr shot to his feet. His sword slid from its sheath with a muffled ring.

      “One from the left, and right,” Ryl relayed as he jumped to his feet.

      The sudden motion spurred an intense bout of dizziness that ripped through his weakened body. He stumbled to the right, digging the point of his spear deep into the hard, rocky ground. As he pushed back off the shaft to steady himself, the wood snapped under his weight and his body pitched forward.

      Ryl’s forehead connected with the wall.

      All went black.
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      Light streamed into the small cave as Ryl blinked his eyes open. His head was still spinning slowly though the discomfort of the rotation was dulled by the throbbing from his right temple. Wave after wave of pain spread over his head; radiating down his neck, intensifying with every beat of his racing heart.

      Andr knelt over him blotting the moisture from his forehead with a damp cloth. Ryl attempted to push himself up to his elbows, but a sturdy hand on his chest held him down.

      “Gave me quite a scare last night,” Andr said honestly. “How are you feeling?”

      Ryl felt weak. On top of the slow, continuous spinning and the throbbing of his head, a mild itch had begun on his chest accompanied by a dull burning sensation. At least for the moment, the fever had passed.

      “I'm alive. I'm thirsty,” Ryl stated dryly. “What happened last night? The last I remember was calling for you, then hitting the wall.”

      “It's a good thing you called when you did,” Andr admitted.

      He worked his arm under Ryl's, carefully hoisting him into a sitting position. He helped twist his body sideways, so his ailing companion could lean his back against the wall. Andr passed him a half full skin of water.

      “Drink carefully now,” the mercenary cautioned.

      Andr motioned with his head toward the entrance to their small cave.

      “See for yourself,” he commented.

      As Ryl’s eyes shifted to the opening. The smell was the first impression to register with his senses. The putrid odor of death and decay he'd come to associate with the Horde was potent, choking the air with its intensity. His thirst dried immediately; he stoppered the water skin laying it on the ground at his side.

      Streaks of blackish blood splattered the ceiling and walls. The ground was stained with a massive pool that stretched out the door, smearing outward until it reached the remains of their stealthy foes.

      From his position, Ryl could see the deep red, nearly black bodies of their attackers.  Their disproportionately long legs ended in slender feet tipped with long claws. Each hand was equipped with the same razor sharp, deadly weaponry.

      The head of the closest one lay frozen in a deadly snarl, its unnaturally wide mouth nearly splitting its head in half; lined with row after row of jagged, pointed teeth. Its left arm was missing. Its torso bisected by two, deep slashes; horizontal and diagonal. The head of the other was nowhere to be seen.

      “I'm sorry I collapsed when I did,” Ryl said dejectedly, lowering his gaze to the ground as his head slumped forward. “Are you hurt?”

      “Don't apologize,” Andr reassured. “Their focus was entirely on you. Your sudden collapse caught them off guard. The first lost his head before he could react, and the second went down before it could put up a fight.”

      “What of the others?” Ryl asked. Without waiting for an answer, he tried to focus in order to search for their telltale black signatures. It was with great effort that he succeeded in quieting his mind long enough to scan the area. There was no sign of the Horde within his field of inner vision.

      “Much like you described the night before, the rest abandoned the area with haste at the first sign of light,” Andr recounted.

      More questions rolled through Ryl’s head. Why had the others fled with the rising of the sun? They had to be aware they were facing only two adversaries. That one of them was severely weakened was apparent, yet they had chosen not to overpower Andr once Ryl collapsed. Something felt off about their use of strategy, stealth and their hesitance to overpower their remaining attacker. The Horde of the past would not have faltered. They would have swarmed over them with the full power of their numbers.

      “Do you think you can walk?” Andr inquired.

      “I think so,” Ryl answered. “Though I’m not sure for how long. The dizziness and hallucinations have been happening with alarming frequency, and now I fear there’s more.”

      Ryl lifted his shirt, though his motions were sluggishly apprehensive. Andr sucked in an audible gasp at the first glimpse of his chest. Discolored splotches of bright red welts covered his bare skin. As if on command the burning itch intensified and he dropped the shirt over his riddled skin while he could still control the urge not to claw at it.

      “If these foul creatures leave us alone during the day, we need to make up as much ground as possible,” Andr commented. “No offense, but you will not be taking anymore watches alone overnight.”

      “You need to sleep though,” Ryl protested.

      “We must cover as much ground as we can during the early hours of the day,” Andr continued. “As long as I can catch a few hours of sleep during the afternoon, I can keep up the night watch on my own.”

      Ryl thought about arguing, but the effort would have been pointless. Aside from his ability to see the positioning of the Horde using his phrenic powers, he was a liability alone at night. As much as it pained him to admit it, it was a miracle they had survived the previous evening. His actions could have ended in their deaths. If it weren’t for the rapid response of the seasoned mercenary, their journey would have come to a tragic conclusion in an unknown cave in the wastes of the Outlands.

      The pair quickly broke camp, thankful to leave the rancid stench of the dead Horde behind. Ryl fought the urge to vomit as they skirted past the corpses. They walked side by side as they made their way sluggishly to the north. Ryl draped his left arm over Andr’s shoulder. The guard held onto his left wrist to hold him aloft when the next dizzy spell robbed him of his footing. Ryl carried the broken remains of the wooden spear in his free hand. The length of the weapon was now reduced to nothing more than a dagger.

      The ridge they had found shelter in the previous night continued heading in a northerly direction, though it twisted slightly toward the east as the day progressed. They followed its rocky base for the duration of their day. Frequent bouts of debilitating dizziness brought Ryl to his knees, bringing their progress to a standstill. The lingering fever had resumed shortly after midday, rapidly sapping the remaining energy from his addled body.

      A single grove appeared in the distance, their only potential source of water and food for the day. The shelter of the grove appeared tantalizingly close, yet there was no way the pair would make it before nightfall. They needed to stop for Andr to rest before taking the long night’s watch. They had exhausted their inadequate rations of carrots the night before and the water was running dangerously low. Ryl had finished his water early in the day, Andr had taken only sips of his since, donating the rest to his ailing companion.

      Their home for the night was a long, narrow cavern at the base of the ridge. They burned precious time for Andr to rest as the mercenary crafted a fire and makeshift torch to illuminate the cave’s interior; ensuring they were the only creatures inside. Ryl’s command of the phrenic mindsight became an ongoing struggle as the sickness progressed. The visions came to life with an uncontrolled spontaneity throughout the day.

      Andr lay down to rest after the careful inspection of their cavern. The sun had a few hours before it dipped under the horizon yet the shadows on the eastern side of the ridge were stretching out long across the desolate landscape. The light would abandon them before long. Would the Horde return with greater numbers? Would Ryl be able to assist if they did?

      The crevice they sheltered in featured a narrow opening. Andr could back his way inside, negating their numbers, forcing them to fight him one at a time. Ryl realized that he’d never seen him handle his sword in combat. The warm-up exercise, while impressive, was assuredly nothing like the real thing. The brief lesson was nothing more than a watered-down overview, one that would in most situations be taught to a child.

      Ryl had positioned himself with his back against a small rock, just inside the mouth of the cave. His head still throbbed from the blow he’d taken the night before and the burning rash that covered his chest had spread out from his torso, wrapping around his back, stretching down his arms and legs. It was with difficulty that he fought the urge to scratch. He tried to call on the woodskin, yet he failed to maintain the focus long enough to effect any lasting change.

      He sat forward, with his arms wrapped carefully around his knees. Ryl struggled to watch the world outside, desperately seeking to make sense of the area through the constant spinning in his mind. His focus and vision were sporadic. The bits he’d seen were clear of any incoming threats … though he began to distrust his own interpretation. He tried desperately to keep watch. He needed to let Andr sleep.

      The stark reality of the situation chilled him. He was losing complete control of his body. Would it be a day, or would it be hours before his function slipped entirely from his grasp? He realized his life hung delicately in the balance. His hope of survival rested fully on the shoulders of a man he’d just met.

      It wasn’t long before Ryl’s thoughts became incoherent. The fever had given way to the chills; the sound of his chattering teeth echoed into the still, late evening. Bouts of extreme dizziness followed, one after another; he toppled to his side, falling across the entrance to the cave. The agonizing burning from the swelling rashes stung every inch of his body that contacted the ground. His thoughts were frantic.

      Disorganized.

      Panicked.

      Was he supposed to call for help? Who was he to call? He couldn’t remember.

      “Sarial. Mother, help,” Ryl whispered as the tears flowed from his eyes.

      His body convulsed with chills. Through the tears he could see nothing but the featureless black shadow that quickly blocked out the light of the entrance. There was intense fear, yet he couldn’t comprehend the reason. He closed his eyes as the sobbing became uncontrollable. He wretched, a contraction he felt tear through the entirety of his body. The acidic bile poured from his mouth, burning his throat as it spilled onto the ground.

      Ryl felt the tug on his shoulder, felt his body being lifted from the ground, cradled like a child.

      He smiled as he slipped into the oblivion inside his mind.
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      Ryl’s condition remained in a state of flux throughout the night. Andr had him sprawled out on the ground just behind him, close to the entrance. He split his attention between keeping an eye on Ryl while maintaining a careful watch on the exterior.

      The Horde outside had replenished their numbers from the night before. Andr counted six shadows meandering carefree throughout the night. Though the creatures strayed closer to the entrance of their shelter, no attacks came. Instead, the creatures issued forth a random series of blood curdling shrieks and wails into the quiet of the night. Just when Andr thought there would be no more, a call from a different creature split the silence. The screams and cries grated on his nerves, sending chills racing throughout his body.

      Through it all Ryl remained fitful, locked in an agonizing, dreamless consciousness. His body moved from bouts of uncontrollable convulsions due to the chills, to burning with an intensity that Andr could feel radiating from his body nearly a meter away. His wails were agonizing in their own respect, even more terrifying to his steadfast protector than those from the Horde lurking outside.

      Ryl woke shortly after daybreak. The conversation was brief, and in a moment of lucid clarity, he understood the dire need to move. Andr wasted no time propping him up with an arm under his shoulder, practically dragging him as they hobbled toward the north. For the first time since entering the Outlands, the normally clear skies were covered with a foreboding layer of low, grey clouds.

      The small grove they had seen in the distance thankfully produced an easily accessible spring that bubbled up from earth. They replenished their dried-out water skins, drinking their fill. The carrots they survived on were sparse; Andr carefully helped Ryl choke down one before his body rejected it in a violent episode of spasms and vomiting.

      The pair limped forward throughout the day. The ridge they’d been following ended shortly after the copse of trees. Scattered rocky hills dotted the landscape in the distance and Andr steered them toward the largest, slightly northwest of their position. The distance was greater than he’d anticipated and their rate of travel more sluggish. The mercenary resorted to carrying Ryl as he slipped into unconsciousness before they reached the base of the outcropping.

      Carefully laying his charge on the rocky, reddish soil, Andr searched for a defensible location. Thankfully, he succeeded in locating one a short way up the eastern face of the hill. Here, the gentle incline of the slope met the steep face that continued to its peak. A sliver of the waning sun had fallen below the horizon as Andr pulled Ryl inside the small cave. Their shelter for the night was created by a massive slab that had sheared from the rock face above. The slab had dug itself into the ground before leaning back to rest against the ledge, walling in three sides, creating a small gap.

      The night that passed was a torturous affair.

      Ryl's condition was frantic. He convulsed, burned, vomited and wailed incoherent nonsense into the night. The Horde outside had crept closer than their position the previous night, circling the hill, bellowing all manner of bone chilling screams.

      Ryl had only a moment of clarity that night, just enough to confirm the six shadowed masses that appeared in his vision. The extra energy spent using his skills sent him spiraling back into an uncomfortable unconsciousness.

      Andr fought the exhaustion throughout the night. He'd not been able to sleep for over a day. He was starving and grudgingly acknowledged that he’d likely have to carry Ryl for the duration if their trek. How far would they make it?

      As with every night up to this point, the Horde vanished with the coming of the sun, melting back to an unknown destination somewhere in the reddish landscape. The scattered clouds provided a welcome break from the oppressive coverage of the previous day. Andr managed to get Ryl up onto his feet, setting off as fast as his semi-conscious companion would allow.

      Rounding the base of the hill they'd sheltered in, Andr stopped dead in his tracks. He'd grown accustomed to seeing only the jagged mountainous horizon breaking the skyline in the distance. The sight in front of him threatened to bring tears to the eyes of the hardened mercenary.

      Looming up from the earth, the wall of the Haven Mountains appeared far closer than ever before. The range spread east and west until it disappeared from view; jagged pinnacles capped with a white cone of snow. How far had they traveled from the shores of the Sea of Prosper?

      “Ryl, the mountains are close,” Andr whispered, not expecting a coherent response.

      Ryl groaned in reply.

      The sight of the mountains so close at hand charged him with a jolt of extra energy. They stumbled forward, watching as the wall of rock inch further into the sky with every passing step.

      The day’s progress was a measured success. Ryl walked for only a trivial portion of their total distance. Andr slung Ryl over his shoulder, muscling through each step. Ryl’s unconscious frame was already slender from the lack of resources provided to him within The Stocks. His weight had declined even further since their journey began.

      Just before midday they reached a small grove set off to the eastern side of a low rise in the terrain. The cool water from the spring was refreshing; Andr splashed it over his face and hair, wiping off the accumulated dirt and grime. He’d worked up a sweat carrying Ryl throughout the morning.

      The travel had been rough on them both. Ryl hadn’t regained consciousness and his frequent convulsions made carrying him an extraordinarily troublesome task. The mercenary’s legs burned by the time he laid Ryl on the ground under the dappled shade of a stunted tree.

      Andr stocked up on what little food he could forage. Filling up their water skins he forced Ryl to drink small sips from his. Burning several hours of daylight, the mercenary fashioned a litter with which to drag his unconscious companion.

      Searching the small glade, he located a set of similarly sized branches, both easily a head taller than himself. Neither were straight yet would work to accomplish his purpose. Andr lashed them together at one end, using the remains of the salvaged rigging from their ill-fated vessel. The twisted arc of both branches bowed out at the opposite end, creating a rough triangular shape.

      Using smaller branches, he added three crossbars at the widest end of the triangle. Andr cannibalized the material from Ryl's pack, making it into long strips. Some he used to lash the remaining branches together, the rest he weaved between the supports creating a crude net.

      Andr moved his travois out of the glade before returning to carry Ryl. He deposited his unconscious body gently on the net he’d lashed atop the crisscrossing supports.

      “I'll be right back,” Andr informed his companion.

      Though the conversation was one-sided, he found himself talking to his unresponsive charge regularly. The dialogue was likely a product of his growing fatigue.

      Andr moved with speed to the top of the hill. The ever-present mountains loomed higher into the sky, yet for the first time, he could make out the green tips of trees at their base. Up until now the gently rising terrain had blocked his view of the forest. Ahead of them the land sloped slightly downward revealing the forest.

      The sight of the distant trees was uplifting, a welcomed change from the constant reddish hues they’d grown accustomed to during their trek through the Outlands. Andr hurried back to Ryl, his flagging energy temporarily rejuvenated. With the forest now in sight, he was eager to push on.

      The trees were tantalizingly close. So too were the mountains. Andr guessed that another day’s travel would find them under the cover of the forest. Another day without sleep, yet once they arrived, what then?

      Shrugging his shoulders, mumbling a string of profanities to himself, he lifted the narrow end of the travois, sliding his body underneath it. Bracing the wood against his chest, he pushed his way forward. For the first few paces, the progress was painfully slow. Once they started moving, however, the motion became easier. He frequently rotated from shoulder to shoulder, shifting the pressure and discomfort of the added weight.

      Nightfall again found them hunkered down in an empty cave, the travois forming a rudimentary door to the narrow entrance in the rock. Ryl had been unresponsive nearly the entire day. His symptoms seemed to be in a stalemate of sorts; balancing at a worrisome level, though thankfully not deteriorating any further. The rapid decline in Ryl's health had been a shock to Andr. Looking at his near lifeless form brought back uncomfortable memories of the harrowing, breakneck ride from Tabenville to Cadsae after he'd rescued Ryl from the pool.

      The early darkness of the evening started out peacefully. The still of the night was unbroken. No shadows meandered in front of his vision. No sounds broke the silence. Andr remained on alert though his head dipped as his body pleaded with him for rest.

      The muffled clicking sound from the right drew his attention. As the sound approached rapidly, he ripped his sword from its sheath. Without warning a black shadow streaked by, a few meters from their cave, running at a mind-boggling sprint. The bloodthirsty scream it issued forth as it careened by made him jump in surprise.

      The night descended back into silence. Hours passed before the next occurrence. An ear-piercing wail ripped through the silence of the night. The noise was loud enough to sound like it was emanating from an unseen mouth merely inches from the entrance to their cave. Andr waited, sword in hand for the attack.

      An attack that never came.

      The remainder of the night was a random mixture of screams, wails, grunts and other indescribable sounds. Occasionally the shadows would dart past the opening, at other times they’d remain unseen calling from any number of locations around their precarious shelter.

      As the night wore on, Andr accepted the reality that the Horde that assailed them were merely toying with him. What were they waiting for?

      The night ended with no appreciable change in Ryl's condition. Andr nursed him into taking a few sips of water, yet he retched up most attempts. The bone chilling noises from the Horde had ceased with the coming of the morning light. The sun was a welcomed sight as the light of its rays stretched into their cave.

      Andr cautiously stepped from their small shelter, stretching out his arms. A black shape darted behind a rock a hundred paces to his front. The seasoned veteran scanned the landscape, turning quickly to cover all directions. Hallucinations were well known effects of extended periods without sleep. Was he feeling the effects already?

      Turning to his rear, he witnessed another dark figure as it slipped behind the crest of the hill.

      These were no hallucinations.

      Andr loaded Ryl into the makeshift sled with haste. The woods were nearly within his grasp. The mountains that had looked so impossibly far, that had never seemed to get any closer, now appeared within reach.

      Onward he forged toward the mountains and the growing green line of the forest on the horizon. He glimpsed scattered views of the Horde to either side as they progressed further north, closing the distance between themselves and the woods. They remained at a distance, taunting them from their wings.

      As the day progressed, the sightings of their blackened forms steadily increased. As they approached the forest, their behavior became more frantic. The calls and screams began to intensify, swelling into an agitated racket. He’d counted at least four lanky shadows moving along with them, flanking them from both sides.

      The setting sun was falling rapidly through the sky to the west as Andr approached the welcome embrace of the forest. The Horde that had tracked them at his flanks had peeled off, melting back into the landscape, although their cries resounded in the distance. A little more than a mile spanned the gap between them and the leafy green trees of the woods. The shelter of the living forest called to him, urging them forward.

      Andr cursed as the group of the Horde crept out from behind the lone cairn standing between them and the forest. The group numbered six in total.

      He felt the knot in his stomach as he lurched to a stop. Andr had seen their speed; seen their devastating, natural weaponry close up. There was no way he'd survive open combat with a group that size alone. Their numbers and agility would cut him down in a heartbeat.

      With his path forward blocked, he paused, glaring at the deadly obstruction in his path. There was something odd about their actions. The movements of the Horde had become frantic, yet still seemed planned. Their heads turned rapidly to survey the forest behind, as if they were leery of what lurked under the shadows of the trees. Their behavior spoke to a nervous expectation. What in the forest could cause this attitude?

      Andr looked in both directions. To the east, the landscape was flat; there were no ridges to find shelter within. To the west lay a large section of trees, cut off from the green of the forest by a mile of open terrain.

      The reddish orange trees were less stunted here than in the staggered copses they'd relied on to this point. The grove appeared as if it had been severed from the forest to the north, left to wither in the poisoned air of the Outlands.

      Andr quickly changed direction, moving for the stunted trees. The group blocking their path to the forest trailed in their wake, cutting off their access to the woods. He pushed forward with all his might. They would need to find some shelter inside the trees to hole up for the night.

      If not shelter, he’d need to find some means of defense, some means of evening the odds. Even if only by a fraction.

      Ryl moaned as they bounced over a rock.

      “I'm sorry, Ryl,” Andr responded. “Looks like we've got a long night ahead of us.”

      There was no reply.
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      Andr abandoned the travois at the edge of the grove, gathering his pack, and slinging Ryl over his shoulder. The Horde that trailed them had remained between them and the woods that cloaked the foot of the mountain. They’d grown silent, yet still regarded the green forest with frequent suspicion.

      The grove the pair entered was healthier than any of the previous. The trees were straighter with greater space between their solid trunks, though their branches clogged the paths between. They were taller than their stunted counterparts. Their tops stretched far higher into the sky.

      From outside the Horde resumed their chilling calls.

      Andr wasted no time moving deeper into the grove, cautiously weaving around the trunks. His eyes scanned through the trees, anticipating an attack to come from outside or an ambush from within. The waning light from the sun cast the grove in deep shadows, imparting an ominous feeling.

      Toward the middle of the grove Andr stumbled into a large clearing. One side of the opening bordered a massive rock that stretched nearly as high as the tree-tops, some fifteen meters into the sky. In several locations the exterior of the rock was split by great vertical cracks. The surface was rough to the touch, covered in rust colored lichen. The rock face angled inward from either side coming to an indented point near the center of the stone.

      Toward the middle, a narrow seam tore into the rock running the entire height of its face. At the ground level, the opening was large enough to prop Ryl into a sitting position. There would be no shelter in the relative safety of a cave tonight. With their backs against the rock, he'd succeeded in narrowing the avenue of attack down to three sides.

      They were nearly out of daylight; the inky depths of darkness would soon be upon them. With the darkness would come the Horde. They had been driven into the grove as their only hope for salvation. Andr was struck with the sickening feeling that they'd been forced into a trap. For some reason, the Horde wanted them here. They’d been toying with them for nights.

      They would have their answers soon.

      Leaving Ryl propped in the rock crevice, Andr made a rapid survey of the clearing, collecting anything that would burn. The area was devoid of trees but small patches of shriveled bushes dotted its sparse interior. The clearing spanned twenty meters across; the trees that formed its border, though healthier than those they'd grown accustomed too, looked sickly. They appeared to be suffering, slowly withering into their stunted relatives from the heart of the Outlands. Their living sprigs were condensed into a single area, while the balance was left to rot.

      Andr amassed a large pile of dead and dried branches, building a stack for the fire several paces from where he’d left Ryl. He doubted he’d gathered enough to last the night, yet there was no more time.

      The mercenary rushed to start a fire. The spark caught easily in the dry tinder, bursting into flames. Without warning, the tormenting cries from the Horde echoed through the trees coming from every direction. He could feel the anticipation in their fevered wails.

      The light of the day faded into night. A deep violet covered the sky overhead as the final glow of the sun's light was pushed out by the spreading darkness.

      The weary mercenary watched with apprehension as one by one the trees lining the outskirts of the clearing disappeared behind a growing wall of darkness. Shadows crept silently closer until they struck the outskirts of the illuminated circle of the firelight. The flickering light of the blaze seemingly held back the darkness from enveloping them all.

      Ryl moaned as a fit of convulsions racked his body, collapsing forward to the ground. Andr was at his side in moments, propping him back up in the crevice and crossing his arms, resting his hands on the makeshift bracers that he still wore. He was shaking with chills from the fever that plagued his addled body. Andr pulled the hood up over his head for warmth.

      He looked over the young man who'd only just recently tasted true freedom. His mind travelled back to the day he'd first aided him on the road outside Tabenville. It had been later that same day that Ryl stood his ground against the wicked sub-master.

      He had guessed at Ryl's desperate plan. Andr cringed in horror as it unfolded. He watched as the boy was beaten senseless. Here was a tribute, just past boyhood, with no chance to succeed in a fight, taking a stand for what was right. No longer cowering behind the safety of inaction and reluctant acceptance; there was something different, something magnetic in Ryl's open defiance. Andr had been drawn toward him. There was something about the look in his eyes. For a moment, they swirled with the raging fire of an inferno. In that instant, Ryl loomed larger than life.

      Something had snapped in his mind at that point. One final drop of revulsion was all it took to overwhelm the levy that was holding back his complacency. In his self-loathing disgust, he'd thrown caution to the wind. He silently assisted a boy who he knew by nothing more than a number to bring an end to the vile sub-master, Osir. A man who had grown fat feasting on the pain, suffering and fear he instilled upon his helpless charges.

      And for what crimes did they suffer?

      They were punished for the crime of being born. For the crime of inheriting blood that none could predict or understand.

      Andr risked a final glance at Ryl.

      “Be thankful you don’t wake,” he lamented. “I made a promise to deliver you safely, and I intend to keep it. While there is still blood flowing through my veins, I will fight for you. Rest well, my friend.”

      Andr stood and turned defiantly, his sword singing its high-pitched melody as it slid from its sheath.

      He heard the snap of the twig from the darkness on the opposite side of the fire’s flickering ring of illumination. He needed no light to tell him what was approaching.

      Andr took a step forward, removing a long stick he'd left burning on the edge of the fire. Sparks dripped from its flaming tip, hissing as they struck the ground. Sword in one hand, a torch in the other, he waved the flame side to side; illuminating the mass of the horde stealthily creeping forward.

      He counted six abominations, with skin so dark red it looked nearly black. Light reflected off their razor-sharp claws as they flexed in anticipation. Their mouths were frozen in a hideous snarl revealing pointed teeth dripping with putrid saliva. Their stench fell over the area, choking out the fresh air, overpowering the acrid smell of the fire.

      For the moment their cruel dark eyes were fully intent upon him. Ryl was of no immediate concern to them as he stood to raise no opposition. He was ripe for the slaughter. They had one obstacle left.

      It was exhausted, outnumbered, awaiting its death before their eyes.

      Andr’s head and eyes darted from side to side readying for the assault. He flexed his grip on the short sword in his right hand. Would they come at once? If not, who would lead the attack? His sword would taste their flesh before he would succumb.

      There was a sudden motion to his side. A clawed hand ripped through the air to his left, wrenching the torch from his hand, tossing it to the ground at its back. The flaming branch hit the ground in a shower of sparks—setting a small clump of dry, stunted bushes ablaze. The wood flared into flame, for a moment illuminating the clearing with the intensity of the sudden fire.

      Andr’s heart sunk at the sight.

      The six Horde that he could see were only the front line of the assault. A few paces behind them, just outside the light of his fire stood a second ring of Horde, waiting for their feast to begin with eager anticipation. He guessed that there was an additional thirty there. The odds were hopeless. In his current position, he could never outlast an assault of that strength.

      They’d been toying with him for days. The probing assault, the commotion throughout the nights. They’d been wearing him down. They knew Ryl was a burden; that it was only a matter of time before his exhaustion was so great that he’d stand no chance of rallying any tangible defense.

      Andr felt the familiar stubborn intensity grow inside him. It’d been cycles since he’d felt the adrenaline of a near hopeless situation. He’d survived in the past. He was determined not to fail now.

      “You want me? I’m here,” he screamed defiantly into the night, backing slowly away from the fire, bringing him closer to the rock. Closer to Ryl.

      “Come and get me,” he growled.

      The front line inched closer in a coordinated step.

      Andr lowered the point of his blade to the ground. His head dipped slightly in defeat.

      A solitary attacker surged forward from his front, it’s high pitched, blood-curdling shriek splitting the quiet of the night. Andr was prepared for the advance, his submission feigned. Even still, the speed of its attack nearly caught him off guard. The lanky beast moved at a terrifying pace no human could sustain. He whipped his blade up as he stepped to the side. He flexed his arm against the resistance as the sharpened metal passed through flesh and bone, splitting the attacking Horde nearly in twain from groin to shoulder. The lifeless body tumbled backward, spilling across the fire. Half of the small blaze was scattered and extinguished with a sizzle and snap of sticks as blood and skin connected with the burning logs. The smell of the burning flesh filled the air with a sickening potency.

      The remaining Horde exploded into a frenzy with the death of their companion. A cacophony of wails, screams and howls tore through the air. They stomped their clawed feet on the ground, held their heads high as they screamed into the night. One after another, the members forming the outer ring materialized from the darkness as they inched closer to the lone mercenary. The flickering light of the fire danced across their near black bodies. Their claws slashed through the air in mimicked attacks. The clacking sound of their serrated teeth snapping together drowned out the quiet crackle of the fire.

      Unnoticed, a mild breeze pushed through the thickened air of the glade.
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      Ryl was a prisoner inside his tormented body. Gone were the cognitive abilities to communicate, to move, to control the flow of thoughts in his mind. The capacity to function without assistance had abandoned him with the rapid progression of the sickness. Any motions his body made were involuntary reactions to whatever stimuli triggered the response. Although he faded into and out of consciousness, his mind was acutely aware of one thing.

      Pain.

      The agony was unending.

      He burned with the fire of the fevers. His body convulsed uncontrollably as the chills raged on. He could feel the dizzying sensation of the world spinning around him. The hallucinations riddled his exhausted mind with their demented and distorted realities. His phrenic mindsight randomly scanned his surrounding providing information he failed to comprehend.

      Momentary interludes of clarity had interrupted the distortion of his mind over the last several hours. He had sensed the profound feelings of anxiety and of panic coming from outside of his body. The sensation elicited memories of the Erlyn. Before it was again overtaken by pain, images of the ancient forest flashed through his mind before. There was a message hidden within the images. A secret concealed amongst the sensations, yet his besieged mind failed to grasp the meaning.

      Another glimpse of clarity. His mindsight provided a startling view of his surroundings that flashed into his mind. Consecutive arcs of black shapes converged into one mass as they slowly closed on his position. He could hear their screams ringing through his mind. A strangely familiar feeling hit him with remarkable force. The overwhelming hatred that emanated from the very core of the Horde crashed into him like a wave.

      Like water scouring dirt off the face of a rock, the staggering hatred that surged over him washed the confusion that clouded his thoughts. The sensations familiar to those of the Erlyn were still pulsing into his mind. He felt a light breeze brush an errant strand of hair across his face. The gentle wind carried a voice, shouting in desperation that echoed in his ears:

      “You must act, Ryl. Without you, he will die. Without him, so too will you.”

      His mind was still a jumbled mass of random thoughts, emotions, questions. His confusion was vast.

      Yet, that voice was shockingly familiar.

      Da’agryn.

      The wind carrying the whisper stilled once more. An unmistakable stench of death and rot settled over him like a blanket as the moving air ceased. The odor burned an immediately recognizable face onto the oppressive hatred that assailed him.

      His eyes shot open.

      A single, momentary glance through blurred eyes painted a picture that fanned the tiny flame burning inside veins. Andr stood a pace away, sword in hand, defiant in the face of insurmountable odds.

      His friend was about to die.

      The stranger who’d risked his own life, his own freedom, to save him stood confidently in the face of his own demise. Ryl was moments away from watching him be torn to shreds at the hands of the physical incarnation of hatred.

      His mind triggered a memory, a painful recounting of the past. The vision of Eroh and Kailid—the phrenic heroes who sacrificed their lives so that Caprien could be rescued—assailed him with gut wrenching force.

      Ryl’s arms were crossed, folded across his stomach. His hands clenched into fists; his fingernails digging into his palms. His skin tingled as it came in contact with the uncovered shaft of the Leaves.

      An all too familiar heat thundered through his veins. The inferno burned white hot until it raged through every inch of his body.

      There was no dizziness that would unsettle his feet. There was no pain that would hold him down.

      Ryl opened his mouth to scream in defiance.
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      The roar that tore through the stunted glade shocked Ryl with its volume, ferocity and complexity. His voice felt meek. His was but a whisper compared to the torrent of deafening cries that issued from his open mouth. The scream sounded like a chorus of unfamiliar voices. Wails of agony, mixed with cries of rage-filled bloodlust, joined by others that shouted in outright defiance.

      He saw Andr’s body tense in alarm. The Horde froze in their approach, heads inclined to the sky, teeth gnashing at the air. The sound berated them as it spiraled throughout the clearing. Ryl surged to his feet, hands simultaneously closing on the ends of the Leaves, ripping them from their sheaths.

      The clearing exploded with a brilliant green light as the shimmering blades flashed to life. Andr angled his head to the side, tracking the motion and the sound. His eyes went wide at the sight of the figure standing behind him.

      All movement in the clearing had ceased, pausing for what seemed like an eternity. Ryl stood motionless a step away from the face of the rock. His arms hung menacingly at his sides; the shimmering green Leaves angled down toward the ground. Glowing tendrils of green fire curled off the blades. The air surrounding them distorted in rippling waves of heat.

      The hood was still pulled down low obscuring his eyes; the bottom of his cloak billowed gently to his side although the air was still.

      Ryl inclined his head, meeting the astonished gaze of Andr. A subtle, crooked smile tugged up on his lips. His eyes were blazing with the intensity of a storm. The reflection of the shimmering blades made them appear as if they were alight with a smoldering green fire.

      “This is not your night to die, my friend,” Ryl whispered.

      He could feel his body start to protest the effort; he knew there was little time left. Before Andr could respond, Ryl closed his eyes, inhaling slowly. The air in the clearing seemed to rush toward him as he drew his breath. For a long moment he held it in. As he exhaled, he set free the power flowing inside his veins.

      The world slowed to a crawl.

      Ryl exploded forward. Andr's eyes widened in shock, moving to follow his motion, yet far too slow to track his fleeting form. To Ryl's surprise, the Horde were less affected by the skill, yet their motions were still hopelessly sluggish. The fire of determination burning inside his veins was too hot. Their speed and numbers would count for nothing.

      He darted past Andr; circling around the right side of the fire, his cloak flowing out behind him. For a moment it blocked the light of the flames from the churning Horde that now surged forward as one.

      Three quarters of his way around the blaze, Ryl twisted his body toward the approaching Horde. As he spun he called on the soulborne wind with his right hand. He felt the stream of air blossom around his arm.

      As his cloak snapped back around his body the light of the fire was revealed. Like the shutters of a window being suddenly thrust open to the blinding light of the sun, the light flashed into the eyes of the advancing Horde. He used his momentum to amplify the force of the soulborne wind that had been building in his right arm. Ryl released the swirling torrent of air, following the flash of light with a blinding arc of burning sticks, smoldering embers, dirt and ash.

      The force of his spin threw him into a controlled roll to the right. His path remained on target, lancing straight into the end of the lacerated line of the Horde. The Leaves severed the legs of the first pair it met. The demons in the front row were helpless to defend; their hands still clawing at their faces as the burning embers melted into their rotten smelling skin.

      Ryl burst through the back of their line. The blood and gore from the precise strikes of the Leaves followed him like a languorous cloud; the droplets hovering, suspended in the air. The bloody particulate wavered as it sunk like a feather floating down toward the ground. He wasted no time dispatching the Horde as they maneuvered frantically to turn and face their assailant. Heads and appendages floated slowly through the air, partially cauterized by the heat of the Leaves as he wreaked pure havoc on the back of their line.

      In a matter of moments, three quarters of the Horde were incapacitated, dead, maimed or blinded by the burning shrapnel from the fire. At the front of their line, five of the abominations pushed away from him. A slow bloodthirsty scream pouring from their lips as they lunged for the mercenary who stood with sword ready to receive their charge.

      The remainder had turned to face Ryl—the two standing directly in front of him roared as they closed in. A focused blast of wind from his hand threw their feet out from under them. He lunged forward, removing their heads before their bodies hit the ground.

      Without pause, he vaulted off the back of one of the disfigured creatures that writhed in pain on its hands and knees. With one hand it was still scratching desperately at the ruins of its eyes. Ryl soared through the air for a moment before gravity again took hold, yanking his body back toward the ground.

      The first two of the remaining five Horde falling on Andr were closing in to strike. Ryl watched as their claws snapped into position as they drew back for a lethal strike.

      Andr’s blade would respond too slow.

      He would not.

      Ryl landed feet first on the backs of the lead attackers, burying the blades of the Leaves deep into the top of their skulls. The glowing weapons burst out of the bottoms of their chins along with chunks of bone and a river of blood. Ryl dove to the side as their bodies crashed to the earth.

      His controlled roll brought him back to his feet in the face of the remaining three attackers. It was over in the blink of an eye. One fell, its legs severed below the knees; another’s head was separated from its body; the third, swinging to strike Andr, lost its arm before being disemboweled, nearly severed in two.

      Andr was safe.

      Ryl felt the burning in his veins dissipate. The weight of the fever crashed back into him. For a few moments, he’d felt energized. Alive.

      He felt unstoppable.

      His legs now wavered as the furious spinning returned with a vengeance.

      “You can handle the rest,” he whispered to Andr.

      His body again gave into the agony. He collapsed to the ground in a heap.
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      The thundering roar that tore through the clearing made Andr’s blood run cold. He felt the reverberations of the deafening cries as they passed through his body. The noise sounded like a chorus of voices, each with a different agenda, screaming in unison.

      In an instant the sound had altered the feeling inside the clearing. The frenzied bloodlust and anticipation of the Horde had filled the air with tension. They were eager for their kill; their excitement palpable. Andr could read the newfound confusion in the erratic, jerking movements of their heads. He could feel their fear as the rest of their bodies remained frozen in place.

      Risking a glance, Andr turned his head to the source of the sound. The clearing lit with a brilliant green light. He froze at the sight that met his eyes.

      The figure that stood before him looked like something out of a myth, an artist’s depiction of the heroes that had saved Damaris ages ago. The innocuous sticks that Ryl had so adamantly coveted now bore shimmering green blades that rippled with heat and fire.

      Ryl inclined his head revealing his eyes for the first time. Andr had seen a muted version of that look before. His mind flashed back to the day he witnessed Ryl stand his ground against the sub-master. The eyes now swirled with the temper of an inferno.

      The version of Ryl standing before him at the present was a stranger. He exuded a limitless confidence, so infectious, so magnetic, Andr felt drawn to him. The two met eyes only for a moment; the Ryl he knew returned for a split second, his lips curling into a devious smile.

      “This is not your night to die, my friend,” Ryl whispered.

      Andr heard the voice resonate clearly in his ears. He felt the voice as it hammered into him. In his head and in his heart, he believed every word of it with unconditional acceptance.

      The words had barely coalesced into a sentence when Ryl flashed forward with a speed he struggled to track. Andr whipped his head around struggling to follow the motion; his eyes caught the aftermath. The fire dimmed for an instant before erupting into the faces of the Horde who now screamed in agony, stalling their renewed assault.

      Andr saw a fleeting glimpse of Ryl disappear into the mass of the Horde. Their war cries morphed into screams of pain and fear as Ryl gave them no quarter. Showed them no mercy.

      His eyes followed the wave of destruction that grew in Ryl’s wake. Five of the Horde broke from the decimated pack, charging him with renewed hatred. Their speed was incredible yet paled when compared to Ryl’s. He gasped as he recognized he’d underestimated the sheer rate and ferocity of their attack.

      His sword would be too late.

      The two closest to him were moving side by side, claws ready to strike. Their hateful cries ceased with an abrupt pause as the green blades from Ryl's swords erupted from the bottom of their chins in a shower of black blood. Ryl froze for a moment, one foot balanced on each of their backs, riding their lifeless corpses to the ground before wrenching his blades free, diving to face the last of his assailants.

      It was over in an instant.

      The final three Horde dropped to the ground in pieces. The entirety of the clearing was thick with gore. Limbs and heads severed from their bodies lay strewn across the ground; the black pools of blood merged into a putrid lake, coating the red earth. The painful wails of the few remaining Horde that still clung to life mixed into a tragic, pained melody.

      Ryl’s lightning fast motion froze as he stopped in front of the mercenary.

      “You can handle the rest,” Ryl whispered.

      The storm raging in his eyes cleared. His shimmering green blades faded from existence as the sticks slipped from his limp fingers. The eyes that met Andr’s were no longer brimming with overwhelming confidence and strength.

      Ryl’s eyes they were those of a scared child, pleading for help.

      The look struck a chord with Andr. A long-repressed emotion surged to the forefront, replacing the cold indifference he’d used to cover the pain.

      “Cray! No!” Andr cried as Ryl’s limp body crashed to the ground.
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      Andr carried Ryl's convulsing body back to the crevice in the rock where he'd left him earlier. He remained vigilant by his side as his companion settled into a fitful sleep.

      He watched until Ryl’s breaths became regular before seeing to the grim task of dispatching the remaining Horde. The abominations had been bent on his destruction, yet he was loath to see them suffer. Andr counted the remains of forty lanky warriors of the Horde. Only five remained clinging to the fraying strands of life.

      In a matter of moments, Ryl had destroyed them all. The young man, incapacitated with the debilitating sickness, had risen to his feet before launching a devastating, coordinated attack with a speed and precision Andr hardly followed.

      What was he?

      The thought riddled his mind as he salvaged a small fire from the remnants of their last. What had he done to cause the fire to erupt as it had?

      From the day he'd met him, Andr knew there was something different about the boy. In his wildest imagination he would not have guessed this.

      With the fire quietly crackling away, once again he returned to Ryl's side. The flickering light illuminated his unconscious companion; the muscles in his face twitched as he winced in pain.

      Did all the tributes control such power, or was it unique to Ryl?

      Andr sunk to the ground, leaning his back against the rock. Ryl lay sleeping just off his left side, his sword rested at the ready to his right. He'd retrieved the weapons that Ryl had used during his assault. Turning one over in his hand, he carefully inspected the innocent looking stick.

      His blank stare pointed out into the clearing. Just at the edge of the renewed firelight, the ruined corpses, severed heads and limbs flickered in and out of view. Andr let out a long overdue sigh. Seeing the pleading look in Ryl's eyes as he collapsed had triggered in him an uncontrollable response.

      He'd practiced almost as hard as he had when first learning the sword. With effort he'd learned to cover his emotions, to hide a secret he’d held inside for nearly six cycles. He'd learned to block out the effects of the pleading face that still haunted his dreams night after night. Ryl’s face had shared the same look.

      He looked back down at Ryl for a moment before leaning his head back against the rock.  The night sky shared its domain with few clouds. The pinpoints of light from the stars twinkled overhead.

      “I have to confess something to you, Ryl,” Andr said woefully. The pain in his voice was evident. “When I told you my reason for coming along with you. I lied.”

      Andr looked back down at Ryl as if waiting for a response. He knew his admission would garner none. He watched the slow rise and fall of Ryl's chest.

      “The job was to be my last,” Andr whispered. “There were four of us. We’d been contracted to defend a prominent landowner on the lands of House Felloc from a small band of outlaws that had been destroying his crops and killing his livestock. We were betrayed by one of our own, the other two were slaughtered in their sleep. The job turned out to be the venomous head of a very long and very ugly snake. I survived off the land for a moon, was hunted mercilessly before finishing the job.”

      Andr kicked at a stray ember that had popped off the fire, sending it sparking back into the flames.

      “The job that should have taken a matter of days yet lasted more than a moon. I longed to be home,” Andr continued. “You see, the life of a mercenary isn’t conducive to having a family.”

      He paused, taking a deep breath, collecting his thoughts before carrying on.

      “We lived comfortably. The money I brought home was more than enough,” Andr said, a hint of anger growing in his voice. “We had a small plot of land and a modest cottage. More than enough for my wife and I.”

      Andr stopped mid-sentence, moisture welling up in the corner of his eyes.

      “And our son,” he said in a whisper. “His name is Cray.”

      The night was quiet, the surrounding grove was still as if listening with rapt attention to the story unfolding underneath its boughs.

      “When I first viewed our home from down the road, I could contain my emotions no longer. It had been too long. I ran the rest of the way,” Andr admitted. “Looking back at it now, something felt off as I reached the door. I almost cut down the stranger who opened it.”

      Andr paused, leaning his head back, looking absently up into the night sky.

      “I had come home to find out that my wife had our son brought in for his ascertaining testing while I was gone,” he whispered. “They confirmed the alexen in his blood. He's a tribute, like you, Ryl."

      Andr stretched his legs for a moment before curling them back in, wrapping his arms around his knees. His eyes burned with a blaze that made the heat of the fire pale in comparison.

      “That woman I called my wife, who he called mother, sold him to the highest bidder,” Andr spat. “She convinced them I was dead, played the part of the grieving widow. She sold the house we lived in, that our son had grown up in. It wasn’t until later that I found out she sold herself as well. She now lives a life of excess, a proud member of the noble duke’s harem, feeding off the scraps he throws her way. He bought her as well.”

      Andr paused as a sudden shudder from Ryl caught his attention. He scrutinized the involuntary fevered responses of the young man at his side, breathing a sigh of relief as they calmed. He tossed another stick into the fire with an absent flick of his wrist.

      Relaying his story to Ryl was soothing. Andr felt a weight lift from his shoulders as he told the tale he’d never spoken a word of before.

      “At that point the man I’d used to be ceased to exist,” Andr whispered sorrowfully. “I should have been there for Cray. We would have run and never looked back. Instead, the woman who brought him into this world traded him for his weight in gold. It pains me to admit, I wallowed in my self-loathing, anger and regret for the better part of two cycles, tucked away in whatever watering hole I could find until the money ran dry.”

      Andr rubbed his hands together idly, fidgeting with the nervous anticipation.

      “One morning I woke up, drunk, homeless and penniless,” Andr admitted. “I realized the folly of my misplaced anger. My wife and the Duke are rightfully to blame, and one day they will pay for her crimes. But moreover it was the system that was the root of the problem. When I began my life as a mercenary, I strove for a loftier purpose. The ascertaining decree was an enigma to me then, yet somehow over the cycles, I lost my way."

      Ryl let out an involuntary groan as a spasm ran the course of his addled body.

      "Call it complacency. Indifference. It matters not," he continued. "How many other children have been torn from their families as a part of this demented scheme? I needed to see my son again. I needed to be there for him. Whether it killed me in the process or not, there was no force in the kingdom that would keep me from him.”

      “So I did what any degenerate brawler does when the money dries up. I joined the guard,” Andr said. “I knew being assigned to The Stocks was the ultimate punishment, so I voiced my hatred of the tributes loud enough for all to hear. I fought with every sorry, pathetic excuse of a soldier that dared or had the misfortune of standing in my way. In the end, getting sentenced to The Stocks was easy. In less than two moons, I bought my sanction.”

      A noise from the grove, outside the clearing caught his attention. Andr’s hand slowly closed on the hilt of his sword.

      The woods went silent again.

      All was still.

      He remained motionless for some time. The fire had grown low, and the noise wasn't repeated. His nerves relaxed slightly. He was still in a state of shock from what had happened earlier. Ryl's actions had been selfless. His defense had saved their lives. Yet the sheer power he'd displayed was so brutally juxtaposed with the ultimate desperation in his cry for help. It had shaken Andr to the core.

      “Most guards inside The Stocks would do anything to get out,” he whispered, continuing his story. “My sole purpose became remaining inside. My insubordination kept me in The Stocks, but on patrol for the better part of two cycles. It was less than a moon before you arrived that I was attached to Osir's command.”

      Andr shifted, raising his body to a squatting position. Something felt different about the night. An imperceptible yet profound change had occurred making the hairs on his arms stand on end.

      “I only ever saw fleeting glimpses of him,” Andr’s voice was hushed. “Every time I look at you, I see him. I see hope. You've been the light in the darkness, the chance for my boy, for all of them to be free.”

      Andr paused as his eyes surveyed the clearing.

      “Ryl, the Erlyn whispered more to me than merely to take you to the phrenic,” Andr admitted quietly. “It told me that you would free them all.”
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      Andr's story came to an abrupt halt as another sound echoed through the glade. The quiet squish of a heavy footstep on the blood-soaked ground was unmistakable in the silent night air. From the left came a shuffle of feet and a scrape of something hard against a rock.

      From all around, the glade came alive with the subtle noises of movement. Andr tapped Ryl on the shoulder, hoping on the off chance that whatever powers had spurred him to fight would react again.

      Ryl remained motionless.

      Andr dragged Ryl behind him, wrapping his hands around the sticks that had caused such catastrophic damage earlier. He had swung the weapons around after witnessing their clandestine purpose, yet he couldn’t elicit even the slightest hint of the shimmering green blades he'd seen in Ryl's hands.

      He stood his ground, staring out into the moonlit clearing as the sounds continued to his right, left, and front. As the shuffle of footsteps became painfully obvious the putrid tendrils from the foul scent of the Horde struck him anew.

      The blackened shadows under the trees swelled with motion. His eyes darted back and forth attempting to confirm the sounds. The agonizing uncertainty continued.

      Without warning, the noises ceased. The grove was still once more; the shadowed edges of the clearing had closed in on his position. He felt his heart thundering in his chest.

      Andr was afraid.

      Afraid for his own life.

      Afraid he'd let Ryl down.

      Afraid he'd never see his boy, Cray, again.

      There was a motion from the center of the clearing in front of him. A massive shadow shifted as it inched closer. He could hear the solid, wet thud, as its feet hit the bloody ground. From all around the approaching form, the black walls of the clearing closed in further.

      Andr felt as if he was being crushed in a vise. As the shadows edged closer to the firelight Andr withdrew a step, stopping just in front of Ryl. The two of them were pinned between the sheer wall of the stone and the wall of shadows closing in on them.

      Andr second guessed his decision. They should have run after the first attack.

      Where could they have gone? He would have been forced to carry Ryl. Without Ryl’s vision their attempt to flee would have been suicide. The Horde moved far too fast; they would have been on them before Andr could draw his sword to fight. In the open, an instant was all the Horde would have needed to tear them to pieces.

      So here they were. Stuck between a rock and the incarnation of hatred and death. The overpowering, vile odor of rot and decay swelled as the black mass crept closer.

      The light from the dying fire provided poor illumination for the seasoned mercenary, the black shapes still indescribable in the night. Without averting his eyes, Andr bent down, grabbing a spare stick, tossing it into the weak blaze.

      As the stick made contact with the coals, a spray of sparks splashed out of the fire, floating up through the air. It took but a moment for the dried wood to flare up with flame.

      The identity of the dark mass that had been closing in on them became apparent, though he’d needed no visual confirmation of what was approaching. Hundreds of sets of eyes burned as they reflected the light of the fire. The massed Horde dwarfed the party they had encountered earlier.

      At the edge of the fire’s light, the approaching mass of snarling bodies stopped. The ring of illumination shrunk back, as if pulling away from the seething hatred that gathered outside its feeble glow. The massive body in the middle stepped closer.

      From out of the darkness, the monstrosity that materialized was unlike any Horde they’d seen up to this point. The hulking figure shared much of the same features as the rest—the disproportionately long arms and legs, the razor-sharp claws—yet was far greater in proportion. The lanky, slender ones they’d encountered had bodies seemingly built for speed. Andr had no doubt that the beast approaching now could move at a terrifying rate, however, its body was constructed for strength. Its unnaturally long arms were easily as wide as his legs and rippled with muscles.

      While the others were roughly the same height as him, the approaching newcomer stood several heads taller than the rest. In one hand it carried a rusted old sword, the blade dulled and chipped, yet still a disastrous weapon in its powerful grip.

      The others shrank back from its approach. Their body language spoke of subordination and fear. The impression was telling. That this one held a greater place in the society of the Horde was evident, either through physical prowess alone or something more. In truth, nothing was known of the social structure of the beasts, if any existed within the demons that roamed the Outlands. In over a thousand cycles, not one of the creatures had even been seen.

      That they had come as one massed army equipped with rudimentary weapons made a powerful argument for some basic society, learning, and leadership. In the tales of Taben they had scattered with the fall of the largest among them, a beast assumed to be their leader. Yet throughout their brief campaign there was no true strategy other than to overwhelm everything that stood in their path with staggering numbers.

      The Horde that had stalked them since arriving in the Outlands had worked together in a coordinated fashion, with a clear strategy in place. They’d stalked Andr and Ryl, originally trying to catch them by surprise. When this feint failed, they became intent on wearing them down piece by piece, driving them to a place where they knew there would be no defensible position.

      The first group hadn’t accounted for Ryl. The power that transformed the sickened boy into the unstoppable warrior that Andr had witnessed had negated any hope of their easy victory. Their strength in numbers had aided in their demise as they stumbled over one another in a clumsy attempt to defend themselves against an unstoppable foe.

      Ryl remained trembling behind him, the fever raging through his body once more. Andr held no hope of his assistance this time.

      He flexed his grip on his sword. If he was to die, so be it. His survival had trod precariously along the precipice of his own demise for the majority of his life. He’d accepted that his death would come in battle someday.

      His death wouldn’t come alone. He’d take as many of them with him as he could before he was inevitably overcome by their crushing numbers.

      The massive blackened body of the leader stopped a meter away from the fire. It glared down at Andr, baring its jagged teeth. Its yawning mouth stretched across its face, nearly splitting its head in half. He could feel the hatred pouring out of the beast, washing over him like a wave. The massed horde surrounding him erupted into a deafening jumble of noises. Blood curdling shrieks mixed with screams of rage and growls of pure animosity.

      The creature raised his sword to the sky—the cacophony of sounds silenced almost immediately. Andr’s ears rang in the aftermath of the terrifying chorus. He could still hear their screams and wails echoing through his head. The beasts behind their leader seethed with anxious anticipation, jostling in place. Their faces contorted into a revolting collection of noiseless snarls.

      Their attack was imminent.

      This would be the end.

      The leader slowly, purposefully lowered his sword; pointing it toward Andr. The target of the jagged tip of the weathered blade traveled past him, stopping when it aimed squarely at Ryl. A surge of anger tore through the mercenary and he whipped his sword up, slapping the point of the rusted blade away. He shifted to his side, blocking his fevered companion with his body. The motion in the clearing ceased as the ring of the two swords reverberated through the night.

      The sickening effect of what looked to be a smile broke across the face of the looming monster. It angled its body forward; the fire’s light glistening off the rotting moisture on his serrated teeth. The stench emanating from its mouth turned Andr’s stomach.

      He could hear the sound begin from within its throat. The hiss grew in intensity and volume into a roar he felt ripple throughout his body. As the scream reached its crescendo, it was abruptly cut off.

      The tip of an arrow exploded through its right temple with a shatter of bone and a shower of blood.

      A second arrow struck just to the side of the first. Its barbed point demolished the remainder of the right side of the beast’s face as it tore through.

      A sickening gurgle was all that remained of the roar of the behemoth. Its massive body crumpled forward onto the fire, plunging the clearing into darkness.

      The darkness lasted but an instant.

      Pure chaos followed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The startled eyes of the Horde turned skyward as an orb of light appeared in the night sky. What started the size of a star grew rapidly in size and brightness. The clearing was cast aglow with the orange light from above. Refusing to take his eyes off the mass of enemies at his front, Andr heard the hissing of the rolling ball of blazing orange fire as it plummeted out of the sky. A churning trail of smoke followed in its wake.

      The compact ball of flame struck the ground in the center of the clearing amidst the middle of the Horde. He watched the silhouetted figures of the demons as they attempted to dive out of the way of the incoming projectile. As it crashed into the ground, the ball of fire detonated, exploding with a vicious force. The wave of heat and pressure rocked Andr from his feet, tumbling him backward onto Ryl’s prone body. Fragments of dirt, rock and body parts rained down upon them.

      Most of the Horde were blown from their feet by the force of the explosion. The trees along the perimeter ignited into flame. The ringing in his ears drowned out all other sounds. It provided the chorus; the burning trees lit the stage for the unfolding turmoil within.

      The Horde that stumbled to their feet were frantic, off-balance, heads pivoting from side to side as they struggled to sort out what was happening. Only half of the original force were staggering to their feet. The balance remained either unmoving where they lay, or had their bodies scattered throughout by the vicious force of the explosion.

      Andr guessed that one hundred Horde remained in some semblance of fighting shape, though most bore injuries of various degrees of severity. Those closest to the blast had fared the worst, their bodies mangled beyond recognition.

      Confusion reigned in the clearing. Andr was unsteady as he wobbled to his feet, his eyes watching the Horde, his sword in hand. Before their attack could refocus on him, the blackened warriors began dropping, one at a time, in rapid succession. Those who had only just regained their footing were wrenched from their feet from the force of the arrows that harried them from their right.

      The disorganization of the Horde waned quickly and the remaining fighters turned to face the unseen archers on their flank. The rapid assault of the arrows ceased as the Horde regained order, forming a line facing into the attack.

      A pair of shadows exploded out from the burning tree line at their heels. Eddies of flame, sparks and smoke trailed in their wakes. With their attention focused on the threat of arrows from the right, the newcomers caught the lanky fighters of the Horde woefully unprepared for the ferocity of their surprise assault.

      Through the low light afforded by the fires, Andr struggled to make out the details of the action transpiring before him. The speed of the shadowed attackers was painfully fast and brutally efficient. The details blurred as they moved from one target to the next.

      He struggled to follow their vastly differing fighting styles although the damage was telling. The severed appendages and heads that followed the strikes of one of the warriors bore the telltale sign of a blade. The second hefted a warhammer the likes of which he'd never witnessed. Inside its arc of destruction, bodies were crushed and tossed aside with apparent ease.

      Confusion and fear again erupted among the Horde. Their attention had now fully redirected to the new adversaries wreaking havoc at their heels. Of the one hundred that had survived the detonation, half were now down. The others pushed back as they stumbled over the dead attempting to mount a cohesive resistance.

      A lone figure from the right darted into the fray. Precision strikes felled the Horde with lightning speed. The bladed assault incapacitated the enemies, as tendons in their legs were severed, throats slashed and organs punctured.

      It was only moments before the very last member of the Horde was cut down. Its slender body was crushed under a vertical strike from the massive warhammer. Andr's hearing had returned enough to distinguish the sickening crunch of bone under brunt the devastating weapon.

      As the rapid fight took place around them, Andr had worked his way in front of Ryl. He stood with his sword ready should any of the Horde redirect their attack toward them. While he was not conceited, he knew he was an excellent swordsman. It wouldn't be a stretch to place his blade in the highest echelons of skill in the entirety of the guard service. The median quality of the skill in the guards, however, was acceptable at best. After witnessing the prowess of the three warriors he realized he was drastically outclassed. In no time at all they had laid waste to a force of over one hundred.

      The three converged near the center of the clearing, stepping down into the crater formed by the explosion. Outside the charred depression, the ground was thick with the bodies of the Horde. The hard, dried earth now saturated and soggy from blood. With the battle over, the movement of the three returned to a speed that Andr’s eyes were accustomed to.

      He now managed to get his first real look at their saviors. Engaged in a brief conversation, each of the three wore an eerily familiar long cloak. The hood was pulled over their heads, stretching the high neck upward, hiding their faces in shadow. A single arm had been removed from each of the cloaks, highlighting the intricate tattoos on the exposed skin.

      Their meeting broke after few words. The three separated as they went about their tasks. The largest of the group, carrying the warhammer, melted back into the darkness of the grove to the left. The one with the sword took to the gruesome task of dispatching any Horde that remained living. The last of the group turned toward he and Ryl, advancing with purpose, sheathing a pair of slender blades.

      Andr lowered the point of his sword as the stranger approached. The incoming cloaked individual was the shortest of the three that had converged in the center of the clearing. It carried a longbow and quiver slung over the shoulder.

      “Thank you,” Andr said as the figure came into earshot.

      “We need to leave this place now,” came the response.

      The voice that issued from beneath the shadow of the hood surprised Andr. The words were spoken with authority, though the voice was soft and kind. Its sweet, musical quality juxtaposed the lethality hidden within.

      “How long has he been like this?” She asked as she stepped past Andr, kneeling at Ryl’s side.

      “Almost two days now,” Andr replied as he slid his sword back into the sheath.

      A long whistle came from the woods, followed by another short burst; the stranger lifted her head at the sound. The second who'd remained in the clearing abandoned his task of dispatching the wounded, hurrying to her side.

      “We're out of time,” he said. His voice was agitated.

      “Can you carry him?” she asked, rising to her feet turning her head toward Andr.

      He could make out little of her face in the low light of the burning clearing. The flickering glow from the flames failed to penetrate the darkness under her hood.

      “Yes,” Andr replied confidently.

      “Good,” she responded. “Pick him up. We make for the forest.”

      Another set of whistles sounded through the night, this time from a greater distance.

      “They'll be on us if we don't leave now,” the second shadowed man announced. Andr could hear the distress growing in his voice.

      Andr bent down, collected the devastating sticks from Ryl’s hands and tucked them carefully into his pack before turning to Ryl. The second warrior helped hoist and position his unconscious companion on his back. The first gathered his pack before tossing it to her companion. He nodded to her as he shouldered the pack whilst moving silently across the clearing toward the north.

      “Stay quiet and follow us,” she ordered as she moved to follow her departing companion. “Once we leave this glade, it's a little more or less than a mile to the forest. No matter what happens, do not stop until you're under her limbs.”

      Andr was exhausted. The toll of the last several days weighed heavy on him, yet the surge of adrenaline from the battle pumped new life into his weakened body.

      “My sword could be of use in a fight,” Andr pleaded his case as he followed in her wake.

      “Now's not the time to argue,” she snapped, turning her head back toward him. “Your blade will be worthless against the harriers in this light and in the open. You worry about getting him safely into the woods.”

      “Harrier?” Andr questioned.

      He heard the frustrated sigh escaped through her lips.

      “The lanky Horde that assailed you,” her tone was short. “We call those, harriers.”

      Their hushed conversation was cut short by the howl that tore through the silence of the night from their rear. Their pace hastened as a second blood-curdling scream answered the first, this time to their right.

      His nameless guide pulled the bow from her shoulder, nocking an arrow as they sped through the trees. Andr and Ryl reached the edge of the grove, struggling to maintain her rapid pace. Three shadows stepped out from behind the trees bordering the edge of the copse and the open expanse between them and the forest.

      “Two groups, closing fast. South and east,” whispered the fourth, a man who to this point Andr had yet to see. “Gonna be close.”

      No words were needed to relay the instructions as the party surged forward into the open terrain. The four cloaked warriors split off forming a diamond with Andr and Ryl in the center. The one with the bow, the only one to have addressed them directly, positioned herself at their front, leading them forward, while the newcomer took the right flank.  Carrying the gigantic warhammer with ease, the massive warrior took position at their rear. The final, sword wielding warrior flanked the party to their left. As one, the party made for the forest ahead with all haste.

      The burning in Andr’s legs increased with every step and his chest heaved from the exertion. Ahead he could see the black shadow of the forest stretching into the sky. The cries from the groups of pursuing Horde converged on the grove they’d just abandoned. The night erupted with a thunder of frenzied wails and screams as they stumbled upon the ruin of their companions.

      “Vox, give us some light, now,” the woman in the lead hissed with a penetrating sense of urgency. She fell back to the rear of the party.

      “Ramm, get them to the forest,” she ordered. The massive warrior grunted in response, moving to the side of Andr and Ryl. “Deyalou, with me.”

      Vox paused for a moment, closing his eyes—concentrating—before thrusting his bared left arm into the sky. Elaborate tattoos covered his arm from where his skin met the cloth of his cloak to his wrist. The designs seemed to pulse with a glowing, orange light that flowed from his shoulder to his hand. His arm was angled toward the sky at their rear, his palm held out flat. His hand pulsed for an instant and the air in front of his palm shimmered. The light began as a dim yellow, brightening rapidly into a blinding white. He thrust his arm forward—the orb of light screamed from his hand with a high-pitched wail and a trail of smoke as it raced into the night sky.

      As it reached its apex, the ball of light hovered over the edge of the grove, slowly falling down to earth like a feather floating carefree on the air. Vox staggered for a few steps before regaining his composure. For a moment, the large copse of trees was still.

      Only for a moment.

      The movement that followed was akin to that of ants swarming from their hills when disturbed by a stick. A mass of the Horde, their bodies illuminated by the unnaturally white light, flowed out from between the trees in an uncoordinated surge. The writhing tidal wave of hatred rushed toward them at a frantic pace.

      “Run,” the archer screamed before launching her remaining arrows at a dizzying pace.  Cries of pain echoed through the night, peaking over the screams of fury that rapidly approached from their rear.

      Andr had turned his head for an instant to survey the scene behind them. His foot caught on a rock, sending he and Ryl sprawling to the ground. He scrambled to collect the boy only to feel his body lifted to the ground by the back of his shirt.

      “Up you go,” came the deep voice of Ramm.

      The mountain of a man, still holding his massive warhammer in one hand, had Andr’s body completely off the ground with the other, yet showed no sign of strain. He released the mercenary and bent his hulking frame down, effortlessly scooping Ryl up from the ground.

      In unison the group broke for the trees. Andr, running at a full sprint, struggled to keep up. Even Ramm, with Ryl and the warhammer in tow, outpaced him. Every step they took, the roar from behind grew in volume; he could feel the thunder of their feet on the ground.

      The trees were only a few hundred meters away when Deyalou, Vox and the archer surged ahead, holding a meager line half the distance between them and the forest. The excitement from the approaching wave of death grew as they sensed their kill nearly within reach.

      The three, weapons at the ready, backpedaled in retreat as Andr, Ramm and Ryl crossed their line. The Horde would be on them in moments.

      They wouldn’t reach the woods in time.

      “Down,” the archer screamed as she turned, tackling Andr to the ground.

      The others crouched low.

      From his position on the ground, he heard the telltale whistle of arrows as they streamed over his head. His hair stood on end as a deafening peal of thunder drowned out the sound of the Horde as it tore through the sky. Blinding white lightning streaked over his head.

      The approaching line of the Horde wailed in pain as they tried desperately to avoid the bolts that sliced through them like daggers. The lightning exploded as it struck the ground sending showers of burning sparks in all directions.

      The line faltered and slowed; the arrows continued to stream forward picking off any that pulled ahead. Andr wasted no time regaining his feet, crouching as he followed the retreating heels of the others.

      The excited howl of their pursuers turned to a frenzied chorus of anguish, frustration and pain as their prey slipped into the darkness of the forest.
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      Their frantic sprint slowed to a run as they entered the forest. None spoke a word as they plunged deeper into its depths. It wasn’t long before they stumbled into a moonlit clearing. The four with him were merely breathing heavily while Andr gasped for air. His lungs heaved from the exertion, his legs burned, and he collapsed to his knees at Ryl’s side. Ramm towered over the pair, having deposited Ryl carefully on the ground.

      Out of all gathered in the clearing, Ryl’s breathing remained slow and steady. Although the young man was suffering more than any could imagine, for the moment, he rested peacefully. Andr felt his forehead, gladdened to note that the fever had broken.

      Though the darkness of the night remained thick, the forest they entered was brighter than he’d anticipated. The light from the moon and stars appeared more vivid than in the desolate red expanse they’d just fled. Initially they'd raced between the thick trunks and hanging boughs, though the forest thinned after a short distance. Grass, ferns and low broad-leafed plants covered the ground beneath the trees with a soft carpet of vegetation. Andr knelt on the cushioned earth that spread throughout the clearing.

      A profound feeling of serenity filled the air inside the forest. They were still in close proximity to the Outlands—where the atmosphere had been oppressive and unsettling from the start. The ever-present feeling of being watched had grated on their nerves as they traveled through the withered and dead expanse from the sea. Whether it was the forest itself that felt calm and serene or purely the absence of the suffocating weight from the Outlands, Andr was thankful for the reprieve.

      He looked up to find the nameless archer standing beside Ramm, hands on her hips, watching them.

      “Thank you again,” Andr said gratefully. “How did you find us?”

      “You can thank him for that when he wakes,” she said softly, gesturing toward Ryl. “He led us to you. What happened before we arrived in the clearing?”

      She knelt down beside Ryl, studying his still form as Andr recounted the tale.

      “I don’t rightly understand what happened,” Andr admitted, running his hand through his hair, buying a moment's time to catch his breath. As the rush of adrenaline had subsided, exhaustion began to take its toll.

      “He lost consciousness the day before last,” Andr explained. “We were being stalked at night. There was no rest through the screams and howls. When I could carry him no further, I made a crude cart to drag him the rest of the way.”

      Deyalou, the swordsman, slid up beside Ramm, listening intently to Andr's tale of the happenings of the last several days.

      “We never saw them during the daylight. That is, I never saw them,” Andr stated. “Until today.”

      “Could the boy see them?” A voice from behind asked.

      Vox materialized from the edge of the woods, striding up to the group. Andr noticed his feet dragging ever so slightly as he walked. What toll did the fire that flowed from him take on his body?

      “Yes,” Andr nodded, turning his head to Vox. “Not with his eyes though. He explained that he could see them with his mind. I believe what he said, but I admit, I don’t understand.”

      “Nor would you,” Deyalou snapped.

      Andr picked up a hint of animosity in his voice. He ignored it for the sake of his saviors.

      “They followed us during the day today, blocking us from reaching the forest,” Andr continued. “They drove us into that glade. Until tonight, we’ve been lucky enough to find shelter inside caves in the ridges. That giant rock in the clearing was the best defensible position I could find. They came moments after nightfall, I would guess there were forty of them.”

      “That’s far too large for a scouting party,” Ramm grumbled curiously.

      “I assure you, their intentions were not to scout,” Andr snapped, more forcefully than he’d intended. “They were there for blood. I can handle a sword, yet I admit it would have been a hopeless battle. If not for him.”

      Andr motioned to the still form of Ryl.

      “He hadn’t been lucid once all day,” Andr added, as the reality of what had occurred sank in. He continued his own story in disbelief. “Their attack was imminent; you could feel their anticipation in the air. A moment later a sound erupted from him, a sound nothing like I’ve ever heard before. Nothing like I’d ever want to hear again.”

      “The cries of the fallen,” Vox said reverently.

      The three others nodded their heads in approval.

      “Please carry on,” Vox said politely.

      “I turned my head and Ryl was standing behind me,” Andr continued. “He’d been too dizzy to stand for days, yet there was no waver to his step. He tore through them like a whirlwind of death. It was over in a blink of the eye. Your attack was fast, his was like lightning. When the destruction was over he stopped in front of me. I watched the fire and the fight retreat from his eyes. The glowing blades in his hands vanished and he collapsed. The next attack came shortly after. You know the rest.”

      The four cloaked warriors shared a look between themselves, though they said not a word. The silence in the clearing stretched on. Andr looked from shadowed face to shadowed face.

      “The weapons he used; do you still have them?” Vox asked curiously.

      “Yes,” Andr said, reaching into his pack, withdrawing the innocuous sticks. “They’re here. He made the bracers he still wears to keep them at hand. Never explained that they could do this. He never explained that he could do what he did either.”

      “It’s no wonder he didn’t. May I?” the nameless, faceless archer asked, reaching for the sticks.

      Andr eyed her skeptically for a moment.

      “If we wanted to take them from you, we could,” she stated bluntly. “If we meant you harm, we’d have left you to the Horde. You’d already be dead. We’ve been expecting you. Just not so soon.”

      Andr tilted his head to the side, regarding her curiously at the statement. Who knew of their passage?

      “I promise to return them,” she continued, unfazed by the look. “At the present, you have no choice but to trust us.”

      Andr acknowledged the painful logic in her voice. There was nothing he could hope to do in the face of such terrific strength and speed. Without Ryl, he doubted his sword would clear its sheath before they would react. Begrudgingly he reached out, handing the sticks to the faceless archer.

      Vox moved a step closer as she carefully passed the weapons to the curious warrior. He examined the plain wooden sticks, scrutinizing their every detail as he turned them over in his hands.

      “If I’m not mistaken, I recognize these,” Vox whispered. “Relics from a time long since passed. No one’s seen these in over a thousand cycles. They have stories to tell, of that I’m certain.”

      He delicately handed the Leaves back to Andr before stepping back, taking his place behind the archer. Andr nodded in thanks.

      “Thank you,” Andr said emphatically. “Yet, it’s hard to trust someone who refused to show their face.”

      The four froze, their shadowed faces focused on him. He could feel their icy glares staring down at him.

      “Tell me then, friend,” she said, echoing the same forceful approach Andr had taken. “What is it you were looking to find out here past the boundaries of civilization?”

      “We were sent here,” Andr stated. “We were sent to find the phrenic.”

      The group standing over him exchanged glances again. The nameless archer took a step closer.

      “Phrenic. That’s not a name we’re used to hearing, especially from an outsider,” she spoke softly, reaching her hands up, slowly removing the hood from her face. “Well, the Phrenic you have found, my friend.”
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      The first thing that struck Andr was how young she looked. Shoulder-length brown hair tumbled out from under the hood as she pulled the cloth back from over her face. Her flawless skin still showed the innocence of youth. Her thin lips turned up into a slight grin. A pleasant smile and gentle features belied the incomprehensible lethality disguised beneath.

      There was the rustling sound of leaves from the forest at the edge of the clearing. Three cloaked warriors emerged from the tree line. A single sleeve was missing from each of their cloaks; the moonlight illuminated their bared, tattoo covered arm. Two carried longbows over their shoulders, quivers now empty—the third they supported between them.

      All heads turned in their direction as they entered the clearing.

      “Is he alright?” the archer inquired. “Where's your fourth?”

      Deyalou and Vox hurried to assist the approaching group.

      “Aye, he'll be fine,” spoke the warrior on the right of the newly arriving group. “He pushed too hard, just needs rest. Ghen’s fine too. She stayed behind in case any of the Horde tries to enter the woods.”

      They laid their companion down on the ground a few paces from Ryl. He appeared to be in a deep, peaceful sleep, Andr could see the rise and fall of his chest through the cloak that covered his body. The hood still hid his face from view.

      “Quite the group you riled up tonight, Kaep,” he said as he pulled the hood back over his head.

      Again, Andr was met with a face much younger than he'd expected. The young man couldn't have been much older than Ryl. He shook hands and embraced the four gathered around Andr and Ryl.

      “Don't thank us,” Kaep said. “It was the boy they were chasing. He fended off a scout of forty before we arrived. We fell upon nearly two hundred. A bane was at the lead, Paelec.”

      Paelec, the new archer to arrive, let out a low whistle in surprise.

      “How many tailed us to the woods?” Kaep continued.

      “Too many to count. Thousands. More than I’ve seen in a lifetime,” Paelec admitted.

      “I’ve never heard of numbers that high,” Kaep interjected. “You got here just in time. Thank you. Why'd the council send you?”

      “Everyone heard that scream,” he admitted, examining Ryl with his questioning eyes.  “Everyone with the vision to see saw that beacon of light. I don't need to ask if that's him. He's still nearly blinding.”

      All phrenics gathered nodded their heads in agreement.

      A long whistle sounded from afar, starting low before raising in pitch at the end. All conversation in the clearing went silent. Paelec inclined his head closing his eyes; listening for a second signal. The night returned to its unbroken calm.

      “Rhoane, get back to Ghen,” Paelec ordered. “See what she needs.”

      The other cloaked figure that had assisted him in carrying their companion back to the clearing nodded before hurrying back into the trees. He melted back into the tree line without a sound.

      “I thought your ability to see could only work a short distance?” Andr asked breaking the silence.

      Paelec looked at Kaep, surprise in his eyes. She nodded subtly before speaking.

      “He knows. At least a portion of the truth,” Kaep admitted. “Understand that you’re still a stranger to us. There is an extent to the information that will be divulged for now.”

      “I understand,” Andr replied.

      “I see no harm in elaborating on that which you already know,” she explained. “All phrenic possess the ability to see to a varying degree. As with any skill, proficiency is enhanced through training, though some are naturally more gifted. Most of us can see several hundred paces with ease. A few can see considerably farther.”

      “How many of you are there?” Andr asked inquisitively.

      “For now, you know us for those you see in front of you. Please do not ask for more,” she said, a disquieting edge to her voice. “When your friend called to us, we were close to five miles away. To see that far is unheard of.”

      “And we were nearly double that distance,” Paelec interjected. “Yet, all saw it clear as day.”

      The cloaked figure that had melted into the woods at the signal from their companion strode back into the clearing, stopping before Kaep and Paelec.

      “The scouts are still there,” Rhoane announced, a hint of concern in his voice. “They’ve never strayed this close to the forest and remained. I’d guess their numbers are at least a thousand strong. Nothing about this feels right.”

      “Thank you, Rhoane,” Paelec acknowledged. “I agree. We need to leave as soon as possible. See if there’s anything Vox can do to help Taq, then see to making a litter to carry our friend here.”

      Andr gingerly rose to his feet. His muscles resisted the effort; he felt like he’d aged a decade in the last several days. Paelec and Kaep looked at him curiously. Paelec chuckled quietly.

      “No offense, but I think you should rest,” he said with a sarcastic smile. “We only need one litter for now. We don’t want to make a second for you. You look as if you’re going to drop dead any moment. Save your strength, we still have a long walk ahead of us.”

      Andr opened his mouth to complain but swallowed his stubborn pride, nodding his head in agreement. He sank back to the ground beside Ryl. Paelec whispered something to Kaep before turning back to see to his resting companion.

      Ryl let out a low, pained moan as his body wracked with a short, but violent, convulsion.

      “Is there anything you can do to help him?” Andr asked, pleading for some succor for Ryl’s agony.

      “I’m sorry,” she responded. “There’s nothing we can do here. The menders will know what to do when we return.”

      “Return where?” Andr inquired.

      “In time, you will see,” Kaep responded cryptically.

      She turned away, rejoining the rest of her group several paces away from where he and Ryl remained. Their conversations were hushed, yet animated, though Andr couldn’t make out a word.

      The mercenary looked down at Ryl. His condition appeared to have improved marginally since they’d entered the forest. Following the brief spasm, Ryl had quickly settled back into a comfortable sleep. The random twitches of his eyebrows, the squinting of his eyes, however, painted a different picture of the continued agony he endured. He was confident that Ryl still suffered. Andr stretched his legs, rolling out his feet; his entire lower body throbbed from overexertion. His exhaustion was extreme, yet he couldn’t bring himself to sleep.

      While they were likely among friends, friends to whom they both owed their lives, there was more than an underlying hint of distrust in their words. Not that he could honestly blame them. How long had they survived, undetected in the wilds of the Outlands? Never in all his cycles had he heard reference or hint of a community of any size outside the border of the palisades.

      Kaep approached again, handing over a small parcel wrapped in cloth. Andr looked at the package in his hand then questioningly back to her.

      “Food for you,” Kaep offered. “Meals can be pretty scarce in the Outlands.”

      Andr shook his head knowingly. They’d survived almost exclusively on the gritty carrots since they’d arrived.

      “How did you get yourself involved in all of this?” she asked curiously.

      Andr opened the cloth carefully. A small piece of bread and salted meat awaited him. His mouth watered at the sight. He struggled to maintain his manners before devouring the welcomed rations.

      “I was a guard in The Stocks before taking a position with Ryl's sponsor,” Andr admitted, regretting the words immediately.

      Andr found himself on his back, the short blade in Kaep's hand pressing ever so slightly against his neck. Her knee dug into his chest pinning him to the ground. Her eyes burned with a fire that reminded him of Ryl.

      “Explain yourself before I end your life here,” she hissed. Her companions in the clearing had gathered several paces back, hands hovering over their weapons.

      “We may be sheltered, but all know of the vile place you call The Stocks,” she cursed. “We know of the guards and of their treatment of those who are like us. We know of the sponsors who trade gold for the life of a child. You represent all three. Three of the very things we despise the most.”

      Andr swallowed, the edge of the blade pushed deeper against his throat.

      “Don't assume you know anything about me, my reasons, or the sponsor who paid for his freedom,” Andr growled.

      “Lives cannot be bought and sold,” Kaep scolded. “We are not a crop to be purchased.”

      “And there our beliefs are aligned,” Andr spat, the anger in his voice spread. “Ryl's sponsor was the reason he was freed in the first place. At the potential cost of his own life, the boy’s death was staged. We know nothing of their fate after the explosion at sea that gave us the cover to reach the Outlands undetected.”

      “And you conveniently had a change of heart?” she snapped in retort. “Had your fill bullying the defenseless tributes until your sentence ran out? For what salacious crimes were you being punished that warranted a stint in The Stocks?”

      “I fought with every pathetic excuse for a guard who stood in my way,” Andr cursed. “I never harmed a tribute through word or deed. The Stocks were my ultimate goal, none would stand in my way.”

      “Don't insult me, sell sword,” Kaep spat. “No one wants to be in The Stocks. You're telling me you fought your way to get inside the walls. What could you possibly want from The Stocks if not violence?”

      Andr pushed his upper body forward. The pressure from the knife blade released slightly as he glared at the phrenic pinning him to the ground.

      “My son. That's who,” Andr growled at the phrenic.

      He sunk back to the ground exhausted, mentally and physically defeated. Kaep withdrew her knife, sliding her knee off his chest. The mood in the clearing had been tense; the oppressive feeling of animosity was now replaced by a feeling of sorrow.

      “I needed to see my son,” Andr whispered. “I was gone on a job. We were betrayed by one of our own. My return took longer to return than I'd hoped. I came home to find my wife had sold him to the highest bidder. Sold everything we owned.”

      “Why would you leave your son to follow him,” Kaep probed, though the fire in her eyes had cooled.

      Andr looked to Ryl again. He’d worked hard to see his boy, to be as close to him as possible. In truth, he hadn’t had much choice in his departure from The Stocks. Lord Eligar had him removed from the guards the moment he received news of Ryl's rescue. He could have protested, refused the assignment. That action would have raised too many red flags.

      In retrospect, it had been the right decision. What could he have done, anyway? He’d only seen fleeting glimpses of his son from afar. He couldn't just walk up and speak to him. For all he knew the boy blamed him for his incarceration, or for the cursed blood that flowed within his veins.

      He had been working on borrowed time as it was. His superiors would have seen through his cover story and discovered him before long. Choosing to remain in The Stocks after receiving a posting, considered by most to be the job of a lifetime, would have sealed his fate.

      He considered it somewhat of a miracle that his identity had not been recognized earlier. His exploits throughout a lengthy career as a mercenary were well known among certain circles. That was a profession not generally known for fostering long lifespans.

      Yet even with all that, there was something more that had swayed his decision. Lord Eligar had given him the choice to carry on as Ryl's guide and protector; a contract that carried the near certain possibility of death. The financial pay offered was enormous should he return, although largely immaterial.

      Eligar had additionally promised to work behind the scenes to purchase the sponsorship of his son from its current holder. The news of his near death and the destruction of his crew, the ship and its precious cargo would undoubtedly spread through the court like wildfire. The Lord Kyoris, a high standing councilor in the opulent House Sarnic, was a man with multiple tributes to his name. Whether the Lord Kyoris had a sentimental bone left in his body was left to be seen. As was the norm with his lot, money often talked.

      There were still more unexplainable reasons. The whisperings on the wind as he raced through the Erlyn spoke to him of hope. At the time, the voice was unbelievable. He was less inclined to trust that which he couldn’t see. That he couldn’t understand.

      Then there was his gut. He'd long since learned to trust the feelings that came from within; they'd saved his hide on far too many occasions. It was a lesson instructed with a near fatal outcome. There was something inside, an overpowering voice that screamed to him. It pleaded with him to stay with Ryl, that the boy needed him.

      That the boy was his son’s only chance for freedom.

      That the boy was destined for so much more than a life in captivity.

      “There's something about Ryl, something I can't explain,” Andr continued. “From the first moment I met him, I’ve been drawn to him. Against hopeless odds, he stood up to the guards to right an unconscionable wrong. That brand of determination and morality is something this world needs more of. It's infectious. I will follow him to the ends of the earth if I have to.”

      Kaep regarded him and the sleeping form of Ryl for a long moment before responding.

      “It looks like you already have,” she said with a small smile.
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      The sun was brightening the sky to the east as the group prepared to leave the clearing. The phrenics had finished constructing their makeshift litter, and now carefully lifted Ryl. Andr stood at Ryl’s side as they made ready to depart.

      The unconscious phrenic they'd carried in with the second group had risen, although his steps flagged noticeably. Their remaining member had returned as they began their slow march. From his position nearest to the end of the line, Andr heard only fragments of the conversation between the phrenics.

      The Horde had scattered; dwindling in numbers, yet an overwhelming contingent remained.

      The uneasiness among the cloaked figures was obvious.

      From inside the forest, Andr couldn’t tell whether the sun had cleared the horizon before the procession commenced its march. His legs were stiff, and his muscles were sore from the strenuous events of the past several days. He'd taken advantage of the calm after the confrontation with Kaep to rest. It was only moments after closing his eyes that slumber found him; his head balanced on his arms wrapped around his knees.

      Even the brief rest was a salve to the extreme exhaustion that weighed on his body. The company, while not the most outgoing or openly pleasant, had lifted a monumental burden from his shoulders.

      In the clearing, in the face of the overwhelming numbers of the Horde, he’d given up. If only for a moment.

      He had failed.

      Yet somehow through it all, Ryl had saved him again. Until recently, he had viewed the boy as one possessed with inconceivable luck. Having witnessed the remarkable skills hidden within him first-hand, he now doubted that luck was the only factor. What other secrets had Ryl kept hidden away?

      Their movement through the forest was sluggish, slowed by Ryl and their recovering companion. To his credit, Andr kept the pace without complaint as they weaved their way through the woods. They traveled on what appeared to be narrow game trails that zigzagged across the forest floor. Even without a direct view of the sun to judge their direction, Andr had the distinct impression that the path they followed to their destination was not direct.

      A careful deception for his benefit.

      Kaep and Paelec had raised their hoods back over their heads before leaving the clearing. None of the others had shown their faces since he’d met them and not a soul spoke a word to him as they made their way deeper into the forest.

      One of the phrenics had separated from the group, disappearing into the woods soon after they’d started their trek. Andr caught glimpses of the stealthy form as the cloaked figure reappeared from time to time, speaking in brief, hushed tones to one who he thought was Paelec. There was never a sound as the scout melted back into the forest.

      Ryl’s condition, while it had shown a glimmer of improvement upon entering the forest, had deteriorated with the coming of the day; he cried out in pain and ranted in delirium; his body racked with chills and burned with an uncontrollable fever; the rash spread across his body, and his hands were lashed to the litter to prevent him from scratching himself raw.

      Andr wiped the sweat from his brow as the party stopped briefly in another small clearing. The sky above them was cloudless; the sun beat down on them from its position directly above their heads. Nestled against the jagged wall of the mountains, a small waterfall rolled down from above, splashing into a small pool at its base.

      The narrow stream that poured out hugged the outer edge of the clearing before snaking its way into the forest. He watched the others refill their skins from a tiny offshoot of the falls, no bigger than a trickle, before quenching his own thirst. The water was bitterly cold, almost freezing, likely the product of the melting snowcaps high above. The chill shocked his system, providing a much-needed boost of energy. As the day had stretched on his thoughts had often wandered to dreams of a warm meal and a soft bed.

      Andr knelt down, pouring drops of the refreshing liquid carefully down Ryl’s throat. Afterward, he sat next to his charge, watching the rhythmic rise and fall of his chest; his mind lost in thought. The sound of soft footfall from behind broke his daze, and he turned his head to greet the approaching figure.

      “How is he today?” Kaep's soft voice no longer brimmed with the fire it had the night before.

      Even in the daylight, the hood cast a dark shadow over the majority of her face. Her lips were frozen in an emotionless expression. A small lock of brown hair escaped from the side of her hood, standing out against the drab grey of her cloak.

      “He suffers more and more with every passing moment,” Andr said with a hint of scorn. “Is there nothing you can do to help him?”

      “Sadly, there is not,” she admitted. “Each of us have our own set of skills. I’m afraid the skills of a mender are not among them.”

      Andr inhaled a deep breath, stretching out his upper back, rolling his head from side to side with an audible pop.

      “How long until we reach our destination?” he inquired. “Wherever or whatever that may be.”

      The last statement was added with another touch of scorn.

      “We will make our destination before nightfall,” Kaep acknowledged.

      “How much sooner would we arrive if we stopped traveling in circles?” Andr chanced a guess given the winding paths they’d taken. “I know we travel to the west, yet without knowing where we made landfall or where we are in relation to the palisades, I'd never hope to retrace the steps.”

      He thought he caught the minuscule hint of a smile flash across the exposed section of her face.

      “Here. Eat,” she said, tossing a small parcel of food wrapped in cloth his direction. His hand reached out, catching the food without taking his eyes off the phrenic.

      “We leave shortly,” she said with an abrupt turn, before stalking back to the group gathered at the other side of the clearing.

      “Thanks,” Andr grumbled as he unwrapped the rations.

      He consumed the modest portion of bread and dried meat within moments; the food rapidly filled his shrunken stomach.

      Breaking their short respite in the clearing, the group moved back into the trees. He recognized the massive figure, and warhammer, of Ramm. He had relieved one of the two carrying Ryl's litter. The mountain of a man passed him without a word or any sign of acknowledgement. Andr volunteered to carry the other side of the makeshift stretcher but the gargantuan phrenic waved him off with a gesture.

      Andr resented the cold attitude he’d received since encountering the warriors, though in a sense he understood it. He was being led to a nameless society that had somehow survived the ages in isolation. Careful skepticism toward an outsider was understandable.

      While he knew nothing of them, they seemed curiously well versed on the occurrences inside the Kingdom of Damaris. They knew of The Stocks. They knew of the tributes. They knew of the behavior and attitudes of the guards within its confines. Andr was at a loss; they knew so much about Damaris, yet the kingdom was oblivious to their existence.

      The thoughts and possibilities kept his tired mind active during the trek onward throughout the afternoon. His eyes scanned the forest routinely for signs of movement. He’d neither seen nor heard any sign of the dark, disfigured shapes of the Horde since they’d entered the forest. As lethally talented as they were, his unwitting companions had appeared justifiably nervous at the abnormal behavior of the demons.

      What had drawn the Horde out in numbers that defied the recollection of his capable saviors? He feared that the answer was laying unmoving on the litter next to him.

      From the glimpses of the sky above, Andr knew that the day was nearing its end. They’d marched on throughout the afternoon without pause. Their pace had increased with substitution of the fresh legs carrying Ryl’s litter. The other individual who’d started off the morning stumbling as a result of the previous night’s strain had recovered. The warrior now strode easily along, seemingly unfazed as they made their way through the forest.

      The early morning’s trek had led them through narrow, winding trails that carved their way through the forest’s interior. After their pause at the waterfall, they moved steadily on larger, more heavily traveled paths. Whereas the routes they’d followed earlier had the appearance of game trails, the ones they now joined had the look of a well-traveled and maintained pathway. The forest on either side grew thicker as they progressed; the branches and undergrowth blocking out the view of more than a few paces into its midst.

      Andr chuckled to himself as the group no longer zigzagged from path to path, but instead following the single trail as it leisurely weaved its way through the forest. The procession paused at the corner of a bend in the trail. From Andr’s position alongside Ryl at the rear, the first several members of their party had disappeared around the curve ahead. A long, high-pitched whistle sounded through the woods, followed by a pattern of two short bursts.

      The party had walked in relative silence throughout the day. The only sounds accompanying them were the crackle of dried leaves and the occasional snapping of a twig underfoot. This forest, like the Erlyn, was eerily quiet and seemingly devoid of life.

      The uncomfortable calm stretched on as the group remained motionless.

      Waiting. Listening.

      The distant echo of their call broke the silence.

      Kaep, who had been out of view around the bend, now walked purposefully back to where Andr waited by Ryl’s side.

      “You now need to make a decision, whether you stay or leave,” she warned. “Once you round this corner, there is no turning back. Understand that you might never again leave.”

      Andr fixed his steadfast gaze on Kaep. While there was a piece of him that cried out—pleaded for him to turn and run—his decision had already been made. His commitment to his promise, to Ryl, remained firm.

      He had willingly agreed to follow Ryl into the void. He would not abandon him now.

      “I will voice my commitment again, for the last time,” Andr’s voice rang with steely determination. “Where Ryl goes, I will follow.”

      Kaep remained silent, her gaze locked onto his for an extended moment. Although he could not see them, he could feel her eyes as they bored through him. The feeling was disorienting.

      A foreign wave of doubt rolled over him, and his mind was suddenly and perilously conflicted. A battle raged within his head as his ardent determination clashed with the invading reluctance. Maybe he should turn and flee? He could make it back to Damaris. He could silently melt back into society, and live out his days in quiet anonymity.

      No.

      He shook his head and the extrinsic feeling faded. He would not forsake his duty. He would not abandon his promise.

      “I stay,” he spoke, forcing as much confidence into his words as he could muster. A subconscious retaliation to the attacking uncertainty. “Lead on.”

      Kaep nodded her head subtly.

      “Very well,” she said.

      Without another word, she wheeled about, walking briskly back toward the head of the column, stopping just inside his vision at the bend. She exchanged a hushed word with the cloaked figure next to her and the line spurred forward.

      Andr felt the excitement growing in him with every step toward the corner. Although ahead of him lay the curious unknown, the hopes of succor for Ryl, shelter and rest drove him onward.

      Kaep nodded again as he stepped past her position at the bend.

      He rounded the corner with eager anticipation. The orange light of the fading sun, partially cloaked behind the tops of the trees, streamed through the opening. He shielded his eyes from the glare as they turned to the west. Andr squinted as his view of the area before him came into focus.

      A large clearing stretched out before his eyes; its tall green grasses swayed gently in the mild breeze. On three sides, the opening was walled by the forest. The remaining side was created by the rocky, near vertical ledge of the Haven Mountains.

      He stopped, taking in the scene before him in wonder. Oblivious to his pause, the column continued slowly across the open pasture making its way toward the unbroken face of the mountain. The area was serene, yet something was amiss.

      He heard the muffled footsteps of Kaep approaching from behind. She stopped alongside him, following his gaze to the mountain.

      “Welcome to your new home,” Kaep commented with a sweep of her hand. “The last bastion of solitude in this blighted land.”

      She paused. Andr averted his gaze from the opening ahead to look upon her face. The fading light of the sun illuminated the lower half of her visage, though above her cheeks it was still cloaked in shadow. She was smiling.

      “Welcome to Vim.”
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      Andr’s gaze swept across the undulating grass of the clearing to the face of the mountain. He studied the natural rock wall for any sign of a cave or a passageway, yet found none. His confusion was evident, written across his face for all to see. Kaep giggled to herself at his side.

      “Come,” she said. “You’ll see.”

      She strode forward, making up the ground between where they stood at the forest's edge and the wall of stone. Shaking his head and cursing under his breath, Andr followed a few paces behind. The rest of their small group had stopped along the sheer face of the wall, waiting for their arrival.

      Ryl screamed aloud and thrashed in pain. If not for the firm hold of the phrenics, he’d have tossed himself from the litter. Andr ran the last few steps to his side. His body was on fire. His skin had turned a sickly pale that bordered on grey. Beads of sweat poured from his head. Andr wrapped his hand around his arms, bracing him against the litter as his convulsions continued.

      “Can we please hurry?” he shouted to those gathered around. “He needs help.”

      Kaep stopped at his side, placing her hand on Ryl's forehead.

      “He's burning, yet his skin feels rough, almost like the bark of a tree,” she said in confusion. “Vox, let us in. Hurry.”

      Vox nodded, separating himself from the group, moving to stand an arm’s length from the face of the cliff. From behind, Andr couldn’t make out the rapid motion of his hands or hear the words he whispered. He saw the phrenic bring his hand forward, touching the wall with the tip of a single, extended finger. The massive slab of stone in front of Vox rippled like water, dissolving before his eyes; revealing a well-lit tunnel that ended in a staircase in the distance.

      Andr stared at the translucent stone in utter amazement and disbelief. What powers had they used to create the hidden door? Without pausing for the ripples to settle, Vox stepped forward passing through the opaque stone into the pathway beyond. Ripples spread out from the outline of his body as it moved through the barrier.

      One by one the group streamed through, entering the tunnel. They moved forward without waiting, making for the stairs beyond. Only Andr and Kaep remained outside.

      He hesitantly took a step forward. Andr reached out with his left hand placing it on the stone of the cliff just to the left of the wavering doorway. The rock was rough and cool to the touch.

      He extended his other hand to the translucent door watching as the ripples that spread across its surface settled. He reached out his hand tentatively, dipping it into the shifting image of the door. The ripples spread out from his hand, yet he felt nothing.

      Kaep moved up to his side, stopping before stepping through the entrance.

      “It's disorienting, but completely harmless, I assure you,” Kaep admitted. “Don't delay, you must cross before it settles.”

      She looked at him briefly, the corners of her lips turned up into a coy smile.

      Andr inhaled a deep breath and stepped forward.

      Taking the first step was the hardest. Convincing his mind he could move freely through a surface that was solid rock only moments earlier required a considerable amount more willpower than he expected. There was no sensation as his body passed through the rippling wall.

      The air inside held a slight hint of smoke from the torches that lined the narrow hallway. A mild breeze blew into his face, jostling his hair and clothes. The walls and ceiling appeared cut into the mountain itself. The ceiling was angled at the peak; he could see the chisel marks that scored the natural stone. The walls however, were polished to a shine.

      Once inside, he turned around to watch Kaep step through the doorway. She passed through the veil without hesitation and the wall rippled with her passing. Andr’s gaze remained on the door as it settled; the wall became less transparent as the ripples stilled.

      As the last vibration ceased, the wall reverted to its natural form. He couldn't resist the urge to feel the stone; his mind struggled to accept that the sight it had just witnessed was real. He cautiously rested his hand on the stone—similar to the exterior of the mountain, it was cold and rough.

      “How?” Andr breathed. The solitary word was all he could muster.

      “In time, you will come to learn the wonders of Vim,” Kaep admitted. “We need to catch up to the others.”

      Andr’s eyes remained locked onto the wall as he backed slowly away, following Kaep.  Shaking his head, he broke his gaze, hastening after the quickly retreating phrenic.

      The path they followed ran for a short distance until it connected with a staircase leading upward. The sound of their footsteps mingled with the echoes from the group in front of them creating a disorganized, uneven cadence.

      Like the pathway, the stone steps were carved directly into the rock; the discolored patches at their center told of ages of frequent, repetitive use. The stairway led upward into the belly of the mountain for a short distance before making a hard left, running parallel to the side of the mountain’s face.

      Every so often they passed small entrances on their left. The narrow, darkened passageways lead back toward the outer wall and the forest. Though their winding paths hid the direct view of the outside, the hint of fading daylight illuminated their recesses. Shadowed figures moved inside their depths, silhouetted against the dim light from the outside.

      “Guards?” Andr asked curiously.

      “Aye,” Kaep responded. “The Vigil maintains a permanent watch in and around Vim.”

      “Are you and the group that found us the Vigil?” Andr questioned.

      “Yes and no,” came her curt reply. “Our responsibilities overlap, but we have different skill sets and primary focus.”

      Her explanation stopped short. Andr waited for her to continue as they continued walking upward, the slightly curving staircase seemingly mimicking the contours of the cliffs face. He had hoped for a more in depth explanation, yet was satisfied with every kernel of knowledge he could gleam.

      It wasn't long before they caught up with the balance of their party. Andr had lost count of how many steps they’d taken before the staircase flattened out. The path ahead turned abruptly to the right, leading directly into the mountain.

      Once around the bend, the pathway widened dramatically, stretching nearly ten meters across. Soaring over his head, the ceiling reached a similar height. Evenly spaced, vertical pillars lined both sides of the walls. Simple lanterns hung from hooks on each one; casting their flickering light across the gaping tunnel. Several hundred meters to the front, a massive wooden gate blocked their passage.

      Andr casually resumed his place alongside Ryl as the group made their way toward the gate. Ryl looked shockingly pale; his skin stretched over his bones from the lack of nutrition and strain from their passage across the Outlands.

      They were not alone in their use of the passageway. Closer toward the gate several people moved to and fro, seemingly paying them no mind as they approached. Along the side walls, several wooden doors were closed tightly, blocking access to rooms unseen.

      Unsurprisingly, the closer they moved toward the gate, the more martial the nature of those who occupied the passageway became. Their clothing was uniform, their dress regimented. Their light, heathered grey tunic and pants matched the colors of the stone walls of the tunnel. The soldiers seemed to blend in with their rock surroundings. All wore some variation of a sword at their hip.

      Having served a lifetime in combat, the military hierarchy was plain for Andr to see. He caught the telltale signs of authority and deference in the behavior of the men and women they passed. Peering into the few open doors in the hallway he was rewarded with brief views of what looked to be barracks and mess halls.

      The looks in the eyes of those they encountered morphed from recognition to worry at the sight of the unmoving figure on the litter. Their attitudes changed once more, to that of suspicion and fear as their gazes fell on Andr. He was distinctly aware that he was the only one in the group not wearing the matching cloak with single revealed arm covered in elaborate tattoos. Without exception all within his party still wore their hoods up, covering their faces in deep shadow.

      Kaep had moved to the front of their group as they reached the edge of the gate. A pair of guards with long pikes stood blocking their passage to the other side. The thick wooden double gates were disturbingly similar in construction to the Pining Gate that separated The Stocks from Cadsae Proper and the free world beyond.

      Andr heard none of the brief conversation as Kaep spoke with the soldiers at the entrance. The disparaging looks that were cast in his direction and the occasional pointed finger spoke loudly enough. Outsiders were obviously a rarity here and one handled with a great degree of distrust.

      The group held at the gate while the conversation continued. Andr stuck close to Ryl's side, clearly aware of the contingent of armed soldiers quickly massing at their rear. His senses were on alert as Kaep stalked back to his position.

      “I'll need your blade,” she commanded.

      Andr glared at her momentarily. He opened his mouth to argue, closing it again before the words could pass his lips.

      “Understand, strangers are unheard of here,” she whispered. “I'll see to it this gets returned to you.”

      Andr nodded his head in acceptance.

      Or was it defeat?

      Both mentally and physically his body was far beyond the point of exhaustion. Sluggishly he removed his sheathed blade and handed it to the waiting phrenic.

      “You have my thanks,” she nodded, as a small smile tugged up on her lips. “Let's get your friend to the mender.”

      Handing the sword to Kaep had worked as the sign the guards at the gate had been waiting for. The one to the right hammered out a staccato pattern on the massive door with the butt of his pike. The grating sounds of wood scraping on stone returned the call. The mighty door shook as the right-hand section swung inward.

      As the door opened, a great breath of air flowed into the hall, blowing his hair, billowing out the cloaks of his secretive companions. The air was refreshing, having blown off all but a minuscule taste of the smoke from the torches and lanterns that illuminated the interior.

      The party, with a contingent of guards in tow, moved as soon as the gate opened wide enough to permit their entrance. Kaep fell behind him as they continued on through the opening. Andr felt the eyes of the soldiers glaring at him with suspicion and scorn as he passed. His eyes were focused straight ahead, watching for action with his peripheral vision.

      The gate closed behind them with a resounding thump.

      Once through the gate, the tunnel became far more elaborately decorated than the earlier passage. The evenly spaced pillars were adorned with masterful carvings of leaves and vines that wrapped upward to where they met the ceiling. The designs looked so lifelike, he resisted the urge to touch them as his mind struggled for clarity.

      He could see the end of the tunnel ahead of him; two massive pillars framed the exit. The day was in the final transition to night, and the silhouettes of sharp mountain peaks in the distance stood out in the fading light. Why did the mountains now seem so far away?

      He wouldn’t have long to wait for his answer.

      The tunnel stretched on for over a hundred meters from where the gate stood guard to where it ended in another staircase. As the head of his small party descended, the view that met his eyes was astounding. Andr stopped at the top step staring out in wonder at the vision before him. Kaep paused, standing silently at his side.

      The wide steps descended into an enormous crater in the mountains. The interior of the yawning expanse was filled with building after building. Light from torches or fires spilled out through open windows, illuminating the sprawling city around them. Avenues lit by tall lanterns crisscrossed their way between the buildings, forming immaculately organized blocks.

      To his left, he could make out the outlines of colossal buildings carved directly into the sheer mountainside. In the fading light of the day, he could still clearly see a multitude of people moving about.

      The city that spread out before his eyes was massive. How had something like this existed in complete anonymity for so long?

      “Not what you were expecting, is it?” Kaep commented, her voice unusually sweet.

      Lost for words as he scanned the city below, Andr shook his head in disbelief. Not in his wildest dreams had he expected to find a city hidden deep within the hostile embrace of the Outlands.

      The profound wonderment mixed with another, conflicting set of feelings.

      Relief.

      Trepidation.

      He'd delivered Ryl to safety. He'd found the Phrenic. He could finally rest.

      Then what?
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      For the first time since the clearing, since defending Andr from the horde, Ryl woke to a moment of pain free clarity. His thoughts congealed, focusing with effort into an overwhelming mix of sensations. The most blissfully satisfying of them all was that he was certain he was still alive.

      The extreme dizziness, the nauseating sensation of the world spinning around him had become a constant. Thankfully, the uncontrollable rotation had now all but subsided. His body no longer felt the paralyzing effects of the fever. Ryl inhaled a deep breath; the air had a pleasant odor, of a curious mixture of scents none of which were immediately discernable. There was a muffled sound of distant voices, their words however were indistinguishable.

      With his mind clear of the pain, dizziness and hallucinations, he focused with his mindsight. The blackened voids he acknowledged as the Outland Horde were absent from his field of vision. He watched a solitary pinpoint of bright yellow light travel from left to right some distance to his front.

      A tribute?

      A phrenic?

      Ryl tried to blink open his eyes. He panicked as the lashes stuck, fused together from disuse and the accumulation of salt from his tears. He rubbed his hands over his eyes, carefully forcing his eyelids apart. Although the light was dim, his eyes blinked involuntarily and water leaked from their corners leaving warm, salty trails down his cheeks.

      Between blinks, Ryl viewed the basic outline of the room he had woken in. He was lying in a bed positioned in the corner of two walls. To his left, a single door led from the room, with a small table positioned just out of arm's reach from his bedside. A couch dominated the wall at the foot of his bed; the single large window above its middle provided the only illumination in the room.

      The curtains were drawn, although their thick fabric swayed ever so slightly from the mild breeze that ruffled their folds. The daylight snuck into the room through the ever-changing openings between the cloth. His heart raced as he noted his cloak neatly draped over the arm of the couch. His custom bracers and Leaves peeked out from underneath the grey hood.

      The confusing sensation of opening his eyes, waking to an unfamiliar location was strangely reminiscent. He had flashbacks of when he’d awoken after Andr had pulled his body from the churning depths of the pool in Tabenville. A sickening sense of nostalgia flooded through his body as he thought of his friends who still languished in The Stocks.

      Ryl closed his eyes, focusing again on locating the telltale signature of any with alexen in their blood. Although still some distance away, the yellow, glowing orb was becoming brighter, though he couldn’t tell if it was moving in a path toward his location. He severed his connection as his energy faded rapidly. The effort it took to maintain the mundane skill was exhausting.

      Gritting his teeth and using his arms as leverage he forced himself upward into a sitting position. The effort was excruciating, his head swam as a result of the rapid movement and unexpected exertion.

      His vision blurred as the room spun violently around him. Ryl squeezed his eyes shut with a groan, collapsing back onto the bed, panting from the effort, at the same time gasping for breath. His thoughts fragmented rapidly, losing focus again. Emotions triggered by scattered memories and faces long since forgotten assaulted him. Painful memories he’d repressed into the deepest corners of his beleaguered mind surged into his view.

      Ryl saw himself playing.

      He was a carefree child, laughing wild shouts of mirth as he chased his sister in circles round his parents. They laughed along, happiness written across their faces as they reveled in their children's joy.

      He saw his friend Elias.

      He watched as the closest person to a brother to him winked the instant before being swallowed up by the hungry shadow of the Pining Gate.

      The tears flowing from his eyes now were those of heartbreak. He crashed back down into the bed, rolling on his side, curling into a ball, weeping like a child. Pain tore through his body with every wracking sob. The tears pooled on the soft pillow before soaking into the cushioning fabric.

      The door to his room burst open, slamming against the wall with a resounding crack of wood against stone.

      “I need the mender,” a familiar voice boomed back through the open doorway. The door still shook on its hinges from the violent impact. There was a momentary commotion outside the room, a shuffling of startled feet, followed by the echo of rapidly retreating footsteps.

      Ryl knew that voice. His frustration grew as he struggled to gain control of his mind. He fought to choke back the tears, to staunch the flow that still poured down his face. He looked up into the blurred face of the man who now spoke to him in a quiet, comforting tone. As a father would soothe a distraught child.

      The recognition dawned on him like the thick curtains of the window being thrown open, revealing the startling light behind them. The memories flooded back into his mind with vivid clarity.

      Andr.

      The man had given up everything to guide him into the unknown with less than a sliver of hope to succeed. In the end, that delicate sliver, that miniscule shard of hope was all they'd needed to carry on, to push further.

      To find shelter.

      The tears faded as Ryl regained a greater semblance of control over his body.

      “Andr, it's good to see you,” Ryl choked through the tears. His voice weak and raspy from disuse. “Help sit me up. Slowly, please.”

      “Take it easy, Ryl,” Andr said quietly. “The mender’s coming.”

      Ryl nodded his head slightly, concerned any larger movement would harken the return of another bout of dizziness. The worry written across Andr's face faded into a mild smirk as he helped lift Ryl into a seated position.

      “It's good to see you too,” he said, patting Ryl on the shoulder.

      The tears had washed his eyes clean. Ryl met the eyes of the mercenary at the side of his bed. He looked more tired than he'd ever seen him. How long were they alone in the wilds of the Outlands?

      “Where are we? How long have I been out?” Ryl blurted out the questions before he could stop himself. The relief from the overpowering discomfort was invigorating. Andr chuckled to himself.

      “We're safe,” Andr said with a smile. “All will be explained soon. We've had quite the adventure, you and I.”

      His voice trailed off and his eyes wandered the room absently at the end of his statement. Ryl could see the pain in his eyes. He understood now the inconsistencies in the attitude of the rugged mercenary. Andr had a patient manner of teaching. On several occasions, Ryl was taken aback with how the mercenary had communicated with him. The tone and caring of his voice were incongruous with the mystique of one who lived and died by the blade. It was more akin to how one would expect a father to speak to a child.

      “None of it was your fault, you know,” Ryl said compassionately, the words spilled out before he could stop them.

      “What are you talking about?” Andr asked. He cocked his head slightly to the side affording him with a look of confusion.

      “Cray,” Ryl said knowingly. “There was nothing you could have done had you been there. In the end, the results would have been even more devastating. For both of you.”

      “You heard?” Andr breathed in disbelief, his voice no more than a whisper.

      Ryl closed his eyes before giving a small nod of his head.

      “Aye, I did,” Ryl admitted. “Cray’s results would have been the same had you been there or not. Your wife would have still pushed to sell him, and you never would have agreed. She’d have sold you out to the hunters to save herself.”

      Andr hung his head exhaling a long, slow breath. His shoulders slumped. Ryl had never seen the man so defeated.

      “You would have run,” Ryl said. He focused, trying to force the feeling of comfort over his friend. The exertion left him winded.

      “You’d have been free for the time being,” Ryl gasped between breaths. “Maybe days or maybe cycles. They would have hunted you relentlessly. Cray would have watched you slaughtered before his eyes.”

      He watched Andr’s shoulders rise.

      “This is the best that could be hoped for,” Ryl insisted. “You still live. Cray still lives. And as a result, I still live.”

      Andr looked up at him. He watched as the confusion and defeat that had marred the mercenary’s face morph into acceptance.

      “And while the blood still flows in my veins, my friend, so too does hope,” Ryl said reverently.

      He felt the hints of the familiar calling from inside his veins. The blood heated as it rushed through his body. Ryl sat up straight in his bed; all discomfort in his body melted away to nothing, leaving only perfect clarity. The phrenic mindsight merged with his view of the small room they sat in. He tracked the glow from multiple pinpoints of yellow light as they moved rapidly across his vision. Andr’s eyes widened as they witness the transformation in Ryl.

      “You will be reunited with your boy,” Ryl said with a force greater than he intended, his voice echoed through the small room.

      “The Stocks will fall. The tributes will be free, we will see to it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The blissful feeling that surged through Ryl was nothing more than a mask. For a moment it disguised the lingering effects of the poison that had crippled him. The feeling faded as quickly as it arrived—opening the floodgates for the discomfort and exhaustion to race through his body. He collapsed backward onto the bed, his body cushioned by the soft mattress.

      He was gasping for air, his breaths coming in rapid succession. His lungs burned like he'd been sprinting for miles. His vision blurred as he struggled to focus on Andr’s face. Ryl could hear his friend’s voice, yet he failed to make out any words. The sounds were distorted, garbled, as if he was listening to someone speaking underwater.

      The door to the small room had closed after Andr's forcible entry. It burst open again, this time slamming into the wall with enough momentum to gouge out a large chunk of rock.

      The startling, sharp report of the door striking the wall snapped Ryl’s body back into focus. His vision returned with a startling clarity; his hearing resolved. He could see the tension in Andr's movement as he whipped his head around toward the sound.

      Ryl followed Andr’s gaze. He heard the mercenary exhale a muted breath of relief, carrying with it the tension that had mounted in his shoulders.

      He felt the presence of the figure that stood in the doorway before his eyes resolved on the image. The familiar comforting feeling that he’d only recently come to understand, thanks to the brief instruction from Da’agryn, flooded over the room. The gift of mindsight was unnecessary to confirm that person standing in the open door was a phrenic.

      The figure in the doorway surprised him. Though he had no expectations of who was approaching, he was thrown off by the youthful beauty of the woman who’d arrived. Time felt as if it had frozen momentarily. Her shoulder-length brown hair and cloak flared out to her side, a continuation of her rapid entry into the room. The loose fabric of her clothing pulled taut against her body, accentuating her athletic features. An exquisite set of tattoos covered the entirety of her right arm.

      The immaculately planned disorganization of designs that started at her shoulder gained form and focus as it flowed down her arm. Past her elbow the design rapidly coalesced into a series of lines that twisted around her forearm until they met in a single point above her palm.  Where the swirling lines met, the tattoo seemed to explode outward in a circular scatter of leaves and vines that wrapped outward up her arm.

      Her almond-shaped eyes were a striking dark green. Ryl could clearly ready the worry written in their depths. The color gave him pause; they were the same green as the Erlyn. The sight triggered an unexpected feeling as memories of The Stocks and his fellow tributes flashed before his eyes.

      “Kaep, what’s wrong?” Andr quizzed.

      Ryl assumed Andr had seen the same look in her eye as he had.

      She paused before responding, and the world around her seemed to return to its normal speed. Her hair settled gently over her shoulders; her eyes brightened as she marked the surprised looks on both their faces.

      “I could ask you the same thing,” she said.

      Her melodious voice danced in his ears as her lips worked into a small smile. The sound of commotion rang from outside. The noise of multiple sets of footsteps approaching with haste rang through the air.

      “It's always a pleasure to see you,” Andr waxed sarcastically. “I called for the mender, not the troops. Mender Brasley threatened me on multiple occasions should I fail to fetch him if the boy wakes.”

      Ryl felt the swell of unbridled emotion from the approaching phrenics.

      “You can tell them to stand down,” Ryl interjected with a confident smile.

      Kaep tilted her head to the side, squinting her eyes. With a subtle nod of her head she took a step back, turning her head to the side without removing them from her sight.

      “Deyalou. Vox. All is well,” she ordered. “He’s awake. Tell the others to stand down.”

      It was a moment before Ryl heard the unseen pair outside the door retreat in the direction they'd come; their footsteps given away by their quiet padding on the floor of the hallway.

      The woman stepped confidently back into the room, approaching Ryl's bed, stopping a meter from he and Andr.

      “It was not your call that brought us running, mercenary,” she said.

      Ryl caught the hint of distrust that rang through her voice. Her inflection of the word mercenary was notably different. If Andr had picked up on the change he paid it no mind.

      “It was his,” she said.

      Her pointed stare moved off of Andr and her eyes locked onto Ryl’s as they met. He blinked to quickly break off the disorienting stare.

      “What call?” Ryl asked inquisitively. “I just woke a few moments ago.”

      Kaep regarded him curiously for a short time before opening her mouth to speak. She moved a step closer to the bed, kneeling down, bringing herself to eye level.

      “I'm sorry for the confusion, Ryl,” she apologized. He saw the realization dawn in her eyes as she stopped mid-sentence.

      “And I’m sorry for the delay in our introduction,” she said with a smile, holding out her hand. “My name’s Kaep.”

      He eagerly extended his hand, temporarily forgetting the pain that lingered throughout his body. The top of her hand was soft though her palm was rough with calluses. Her grip was like iron. An unexpected, tingling feeling began in his palm as his hand touched hers. Ryl broke off the handshake, flexing his hand repeatedly. The tingling diminished rapidly. Had the sickness caused more havoc in his body than he’d expected? The squeeze of her hand on his had imparted the sensation of his hand being asleep, yet somehow the pins and needles were energizing. He thought he registered a hint of confusion flash across her face.

      “I forget that you have yet to be awakened to the true power that flows through your veins,” Kaep intoned. “You called to us a moment ago. It felt desperate, pleading, agonizing. All came as soon as we heard it. As soon as we felt it.”

      It was now Ryl's turn to be confused. He regarded the woman kneeling beside him with a perplexed look.

      “I'm afraid it will be a hard lesson for all of us to learn, but a lesson we will learn together,” Kaep commiserated. “Your journey to find the phrenics is complete. Your true adventure begins now.”
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      The gravity of her statement had yet to sink in when the ponderous quiet of the small room was abruptly interrupted by the strident entrance of a jovial man. Close at his heels followed a second younger individual. The telltale white robes and apron tied around his ample waist easily identified the man’s station. He was a mender. Both he and the other who’d arrived in his wake were panting heavily as they struggled to catch their breath.

      “I see our young friend is finally awake,” the mender wheezed between gasps. “By the way you scared young Ticco here and the pace at which the phrenic raced through the city, I’d thought the situation was far more dire.”

      Andr chuckled quietly under his breath, earning a stern glare from the mender.

      The mender was a large man; his loose-fitting clothing did little to hide the bulge of his stomach that carried on down throughout his legs. He appeared to be in his middle cycles, yet his jovial face still maintained a look of youthful curiosity. His close-cropped hair revealed a large thinning patch on the peak of his head.

      “If there’s nothing more, I’d like to tend to my patient now,” the mender lectured Andr.

      Moments crept by as neither Andr nor the mender moved a muscle. The pair were seemingly locked in a struggle of wills. The mender opened his mouth, most likely to repeat his command, but Andr interrupted him before the words could form.

      “I appreciate your concern and for the care you’ve provided our young friend,” Andr emphasized softly. “Ryl is still my responsibility. He’s been unconscious the better part of a week, most which I’ve spent here as well.”

      Andr folded his arms defiantly across his chest.

      “I stay,” he stated in a voice that offered no question.

      The loose cheeks on the mender’s face reddened several shades as he glared at the mercenary. He inhaled sharply, holding in the breath; his already rotund frame growing larger. He exhaled noisily … and his shoulders slumped in defeat.

      “Very well. Stay if you must,” he sighed, shaking his head. “Please do stay out of the way. I’m guessing the boy still needs his rest.”

      Andr stepped to the foot of the bed allaying the mender with a smile and an overly dramatic bow before seating himself on the couch. The maneuver elicited a muted snort of a laugh from Kaep.

      “I’ll go inform the council of his condition,” Kaep said as she cleared her throat.

      Ryl watched as the judgmental gaze of the mender swung from his friend to Kaep.

      “You’ll do nothing of the sort until I say he’s ready. The young man is still under my care,” the mender snapped. “Do kindly inform the council he is awake, but is not yet ready for their interrogation or instruction. His body still needs rest, needs time to recover. It's a miracle he's in the condition he’s in, I'll not have him bored to death by their long-winded overtures.”

      Kaep afforded the Mender with a glare sharp enough to cut stone. From his relaxed position on the couch by the foot of Ryl's bed, Andr made no attempt to hide his bemused grin.

      “I'll have you know; it is by the will of the council we remain and have remained unmolested for so many cycles,” Kaep hissed.

      Ryl felt the wave of an anger flow from her body. The mender calmly held out his hand, taking a step toward the fuming phrenic.

      “Yes, yes, yes, my dear Kaep,” the mender interrupted, his voice now calm and compassionate. “I trust and respect the judgement like the rest do. Unlike you, I am bound to time by a much shorter chain. When you get to be my age, you’ll understand there is a certain beauty in not rushing into that which is to be, anyway. Health and recovery are two things that should never be treated hastily.”

      Ryl watched as her head slumped, followed by her shoulders. The fight seemed to leak out of her with the realization of her undue accusation. The look of utter defeat pained Ryl in a way he could not understand. Straining to focus, he concentrated on sending out the feelings of forgiveness and understanding.

      The effort took a far greater toll than he’d expected. Ryl again collapsed back down into his bed. His body felt like it was sinking through the soft mattress, and his vision faded as his eyes momentarily rolled back into his head.

      The mender placed his hands gently on her shoulders, speaking in a soft voice that broached no animosity.

      “You are still young, Kaep,” the mender said. “You’ve been full of fight since the day I helped bring you into this world.”

      Ryl’s eyes worked to focus on the pair. Her eyes were fixated beyond the mender that stood in front of her—locked onto his own. A look of profound understanding sparkled from inside their depths. She spoke to the mender though her eyes remained firmly trained on him.

      “I’ll deliver the message, Mender Brasley,” Kaep whispered. “I’ll see they understand.”

      She hesitated as she backed away, her vision trained on Ryl until she reached the door. Kaep’s gaze jumped back to the mender, giving a short bow before retreating from the room.

      The mender’s head turned slightly as he tracked her soft footsteps in the hall until they disappeared out of the building. He shook his head as he inhaled a deep breath, letting out a substantial sigh of relief.

      “Ticco,” the mender barked his order to the young man standing by the door.

      The young man had remained motionless throughout the entirety of the conversations, first with Andr and then Kaep. His wide eyes blinked, his first sign of movement, as if he'd been too frightened to stir for fear of being discovered.

      “I need you to go find Saldaria," he instructed patiently. “I need a petal from the rose. Please don't forget the plugs of cotton for your nose this time. I needn’t remind you that the smell is potent.”

      Ticco nodded his head rapidly as he made for the door.

      “Do hurry,” Brasley intoned. “I’m sure our friend here would appreciate his remedy soon.”

      With a mumble the young man was off, seemingly all too happy to leave the tension of the room, despite the unpleasant task at hand.

      “I should thank you, mercenary,” the mender said with a chuckle. “If not for the commotion you raised, it'd be me transporting that vile smelling petal across Vim.”

      Andr grunted in response. The mender turned to Ryl, rubbing his hands together idly as he approached. He fidgeted as if his fingers were unsure of what to do without the tools of his craft in their grip.

      Ryl's head still spun from the flurry of the recent activity. Even the miniscule amount of energy he’d used to comfort Kaep was draining. The mender leaned over him, placing his warm hand on his forehead.

      “How are you feeling, my boy?” he asked patiently.

      “Dizzy still, sir,” Ryl admitted.

      “There's no need to call me sir, Brasley will do just fine,” the mender said, as his mouth made a show of making a slight frown; an emotion that never reached his eyes.

      “The resiliency of your phrenic bodies never ceases to amaze me,” Brasley continued. “That toxin they've been forcing into you is especially diabolic. The poison, introduced consistently and at such a high level, would have likely killed those without the alexen in their blood. If the drug had not, the effects of the withdrawal most certainly would have.”

      Ryl struggled to work himself into a sitting position. The careful hands of the mender gently assisted him up, propping a pillow behind him as he leaned against the stone wall of the room.

      “I assure you Brasley, the effects of the drug will have scarred a lasting mark on my mind. One I'll happily not repeat,” Ryl shuttered at the thought.

      The extreme dizziness, uncontrollable fevers, weeping rash and vivid hallucinations that had wreaked havoc on his body and mind had been terrifying.

      “I make no claims of comprehending the pain you went through, and by no means am I attempting to discredit your struggle, Ryl,” Brasley apologized. “I only meant it to serve as a credit to the resilience of the power you have flowing through your veins and the strength of will you possess.”

      The mender reached out a finger, tapping Ryl gently on the forehead with the statement.

      “I must ask you something though. An inconsistency that has come to light in the only version of your stories we've heard to this point,” Brasley said inquisitively. “Your companion mentioned that you could see the Horde with your mind, using the phrenic mindsight as they call it. Were you able to see the others, the tributes imprisoned with you as well?”

      The mender studied Ryl with a look of academic curiosity, waiting patiently for him to respond.

      “Yes,” Ryl admitted. “I could see them at a range of almost two hundred meters.”

      Brasley’s jaw dropped, and his eyes grew wide.

      “Impossible,” he gaped. “The poison is meant to act as a blocking agent. It prevents the body from accessing the inherent skills all those gifted with the alexen possess.”

      Ryl paused for a moment before responding. Though he’d never heard the statement before, it made perfect sense. Was the poison the cause of the block he felt when trying to access his skills?

      “Impossible as it may seem,” Ryl stated defensively. “It is the truth, nonetheless.”

      The hasty entrance of the mender’s apprentice interrupted their conversation. He was red faced, panting heavily, with a strip of wadded up fabric stuffed into each nostril. He slid to a stop on the smooth, natural rock tiled floor; the waft of odor from the carefully wrapped package in his hand continued inward in his wake. The room filled with a sickening smell of death and decay.

      “Dear boy,” Mender Brasley barked at his apprentice. “Get that rotted leaf out of this room. Bring it to the stove in the kitchen. Fetch water and start the fire. I’ll be along shortly.”

      Ticco fled from the room as quickly as he had arrived, the stench of the flower’s petals lingering long after his departure.

      “The blighted rose, I assume?” Ryl asked. “I thought those only grew across the sea. How did one come to this land?”

      “Ah, very wise. It was at a very high cost, I'm afraid,” the mender acknowledged woefully, pausing for a moment in thought before carrying on. “We've been lucky enough to maintain at least a single phrenic with a certain gift for horticultural wonders. We'd never have survived here without their assistance throughout the cycles.”

      The mender’s nose wrinkled as an especially potent tendril of the horrid smelling petal assailed him. He waved his hand in the air before his face, attempting to waft the smell away.

      “That bloody flower has proven quite the difficult one to rein in,” Brasley continued. “Notwithstanding the odor, that plant itself has a voracious appetite. It took some time to figure out the right balance to keep it alive. If you'll excuse me, I'll get to making another batch of your remedy. We'll have that poison flushed from you once and for all before long.”

      With a nod, the portly mender turned and hurried from the room, closing the door behind him. His muffled voice floated back through its cracks as he bellowed commands at his hapless apprentice.

      Ryl closed his eyes, resting his head against the cool stone of the wall behind him. He focused his mindsight searching for signs of other phrenics. His heart surged as he noted the telltale signs of multiple orbs of light moving throughout his vision. The fatigue that tore through his body was intense, and his vision blurred before he could count them.

      Ryl snapped his eyes open, regretting the decision immediately. The use of even the most mundane of his skills required considerable concentration and sapped substantial strength from his failing reserves. He squeezed his eyes shut again, waiting until the dizziness and nausea had passed. He hesitated to attempt any of his other skills for fear of the damage they could cause.

      It was some time before he opened his eyes again, and when he did it was with slow, cautious movement. He studied the room for a few moments, noting for the first time the immaculate details in the furniture’s craftsmanship.

      A small lantern hung from an impressively carved sconce to the side of the door. The lantern itself was a work of art, its details rivaling even the most decorative of pieces he’d viewed on Lord Eligar’s ill-fated frigate.

      The legs of the table standing to the side of his bed were carved into lifelike images of tall slender trees. Ryl could clearly make out the fine details of the bark in the dim light of the room. Everywhere he looked, the exquisite features jumped out at him, made more incredible by the average medium they were applied to. He guessed that pieces of this quality carved into gold or silver would fetch a king's ransom.

      His brief visual survey of the room stopped when it reached Andr. The mercenary was watching him, an indistinguishable gaze written across his face.

      “Andr, do you know how many phrenics reside here?” Ryl asked curiously.

      “Unfortunately, information is not something that has been shared freely,” Andr mumbled as he cleared his throat. “The few I’ve talked to seem hesitant to divulge any details. They’ve made it clear that they have a hard time trusting someone whose alliances have seemingly switched so frequently. First a mercenary, then a guard, then a personal retainer to a tribute’s sponsor, it’s a hard combination for them to comprehend.”

      Andr stretched his arms, locking his fingers behind his head as he relaxed back into the couch.

      “What I do know is mundane, yet surprising,” he admitted. “The city is known by the name of Vim. It was founded well over one thousand cycles ago. Its total population has grown to over sixteen thousand individuals.”

      Ryl was astonished. How had a city of that size maintained its secrecy for so long? Andr continued before he could interject.

      “There were two scout details of four phrenics that came to our aid in the clearing and the resulting move to the forest,” Andr commented. “I’ve only seen two of their faces enough to recognize them today. Kaep, who you met earlier, led the first detail. A man by the name of Paelec led in the second group that assisted in our return.”

      The clarity that had resolved in Ryl’s head after he’d awoken had become more clouded with the passing of time and strain from using his skills. The questions that had filled his mind moments earlier slipped through his grasp like dry grains of sand through his fingers. He struggled to make sense of the information.

      “Please, tell me how we made it here safely,” Ryl begged. “How long have I been unconscious?”

      “You’ve been out for nearly a week,” Andr said. “Whatever potion they’ve been feeding you has worked wonders to counteract the poison. The good mender hasn’t stopped gaping over the accelerated rate of your recovery.”

      An unexpected smile tugged up on the corner of Ryl’s lips as the images of his friend, Mender Jeffers sprang into his head. Jeffers too had been beside himself with the progression of his healing after the incident with the sub-master in Tabenville.

      Andr continued with the tale of their rescue by Kaep and her scout detail. Ryl listened in awe at the story of their fortuitous arrival and the short, lopsided battle that followed. His heart raced at the description of their flight from the swarm of the Outland Horde as they sprinted for the forest.

      “How were the phrenics able to find us?” Ryl asked. So engrossed was he with the story, that he hadn’t realized his body had inadvertently leaned forward, seeking the information like a moth to the flame. He eased himself back against the wall as a wave of exhaustion crashed over him.

      “It was you that led them to us, Ryl,” Andr said thankfully. “Whatever you did in the clearing was visible to them from here. They’ve never elaborated with me what it was, I suppose it was something like whatever you did to call them here today.”

      Ryl wondered if he looked as confused as the mercenary. His memory of his actions in the clearing were fragmented, frozen into still images of the massacre that ensued. His body had acted out of desperation. The results, while devastating, had been the signal that led to their rescue.

      “We must have been near to the city for them to see it,” Ryl commented. “How close had we come?”

      Andr shook his head.

      “Ryl, we were somewhere in the range of ten miles away,” Andr stated incredulously.

      Ryl’s mouth fell open at the sheer distance.

      “How’s that possible?” he questioned, not really expecting his friend to know more.

      “I don’t understand it either,” Andr answered, shaking his head slowly. “Now that you’re awake, I’m confident you’ll have the answers to your questions soon.”

      As if on cue, the shuffling sound of feet from outside the door heralded the return of Mender Brasley. He carefully opened the door with one hand, steadying a small cup and saucer in his other. A light trail of steam wafted up from the heated liquid inside.

      The exterior of the cup was polished to a shine. A beautiful, forested scene in vivid greens and browns wrapped around the glossy white exterior. Ryl marveled at the perfection of the artwork.

      The mender stopped a step away from him, delicately holding the cup away from his body. The air carried with it a mild hint of flowers barely noticeable through the potent smell of death. The look of disgust must have been evident on Ryl’s face.

      “Forgive me, Ryl,” Brasley said apologetically, forcing a small smile. “This will not have the most pleasing of tastes. We’ve tried to mask the flavor, I’m afraid it doesn’t do much to help the final remedy. Careful not to get it on your hands, the scent will linger.”

      Ryl groaned. He had grown tired of hearing that line repeated time and time again. First the foul-tasting treatment in The Stocks, now the remedy.

      Cautiously accepting the cup and saucer from the mender, he peered into the delicate looking vessel. The impressive artwork that wrapped around the outside of the cup carried over into its interior. Ryl marveled at the skill and the time it must have taken to complete such a work of art. The exquisite designs disappeared into a small sea of putrid smelling, clouded brown liquid.

      Sucking in a deep, steadying breath through his mouth, Ryl rushed to down the vile concoction—the last gulp nearly forcing his body to expel the liquid. He closed his eyes struggling to hold in the remedy. His mind latched onto the only joyous thought it could: he concentrated on the revolting solution ridding his body of the poison that had hindered it for so long.

      The effect was poignant enough to stop him from vomiting the appalling potion.

      The taste was almost as horrid as the pills that had masqueraded as his treatment. This time, however, the foul aftertaste was nothing compared to the bite of the bittersweet thoughts of Mender Jeffers and the tributes who remained in The Stocks.
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      Ryl crumpled back into his bed. His body was drenched in sweat. His breaths came in rapid gasps. The speed of his recovery continued to eclipse the mender’s expectations, yet in his present state he regretted pushing himself as hard as he had this morning.

      He’d woken from the sickness induced stupor less than two days prior. The debilitating symptoms had thankfully subsided as his body overcame the toxic treatment that had been fed to him for nearly half his young life. Ryl felt healthy for the first time in weeks and he was eager to stretch his legs and get a feel for the surrounding city. His early morning walk had set the lofty goal of completing a single lap around the city’s outer loop. In retrospect, his expectation was set far higher than the reality of the strength he possessed.

      Vim was larger than Ryl had thought possible. The city was situated inside a massive natural bowl, surrounded by the sheer faces of the Haven Mountains. Two large perpendicular avenues bisected the sprawling city, forming a large central square where they intersected.

      From his brief conversations with Mender Brasley, and his view from the small window of his room, he'd learned little of the city. The main north-south avenue, the Northfate, connected the solitary, gated entrance to the city in the south to the entrance to the mines on its northern edge. The avenue running east-west, the Westfate, ended in the Council Seat and Great Hall to the west; the eastern end terminated into a small park at the banks of a natural pool. A narrow waterfall that careened down the mountainside fed the pond, which ran into a large stream that traveled along the cliff face bordering the eastern and northern walls of the city.

      The area to the east of the Northfate was dominated by vast fields of crops. A small army of men and women tended to the various plots of land that constituted the bulk of the diet for the inhabitants of Vim. Ryl shuddered at the sight of the swaying fields of wheat; his mind transported back to his daily assignments within The Stocks. He abhorred farming—an occupation he endeavored to leave in the past.

      Ryl had made it roughly halfway around the outskirts of the city. Andr, his ever-present companion, kept pace with his shuffling strides before his fatigued body failed him. They’d started out from their residence heading eastward. The plan was to follow the paved path that circled the city starting with the fields before making their way through the more residential and business districts of Vim to the west.

      It became readily apparent that his plan would be a fruitless pursuit. The pair were forced to abandon their circuit of Vim, turning back toward the south, following the Northfate through the heart of the city.

      With his arm braced over the mercenary’s shoulder, Ryl and Andr shuffled their way along the eastern side of the main avenue. Attempting to avoid the bustle of the central thoroughfare was difficult. Even early in the morning, the avenue was brimming with activity.

      Ryl felt overwhelmed by the drastic change in the volume of people that surrounded him. Compared to the sleepy, tortured confines of his previous home, Vim was alive with energy, activity and promise. He felt the cautious stares of the citizens. He heard their whispers of uncertainty as they stumbled past.

      The curious attention and hushed conversations that followed them were far from reminiscent of the treatment he’d received in The Stocks, or in his brief parade through Cadsae Proper. There was no animosity in their voices or actions. The looks were guarded, yet sympathetic. The walls of the mountains that rose all around him, though adding a hint of claustrophobia, felt comforting compared to the shadows of the palisades he’d lived between for the last eight cycles. Andr, for his part, seemed unfazed by the commotion as they returned to the relative peace of the small, private clinic they called home.

      In truth, Andr had been offered residence inside one of the sprawling underground residences hidden within the mountainside surrounding Vim. The loyal mercenary had chosen to remain by Ryl's side as he worked through his recovery. Andr spent his time in the small room across the hall from Ryl, or on the couch at the foot of his bed.

      “Take care not to push your recovery before your body is ready, Ryl,” Andr warned.

      Although not close to the same extent as Ryl, Andr breathed heavily. He had shouldered the bulk of Ryl's weight as they limped their way back through the city. Even as emaciated as he’d become, the added weight was still a burden.

      The mercenary’s lips curved into an errant smile.

      “We passed far too many people crossing the central square,” Andr remarked. “Mender Brasley's sure to hear about it.”

      “Sure to hear about what?” came the booming voice of the rotund Mender from the hallway.

      The mender entered through the open door to the room. A trail of steam wafted off the piping hot cup of the remedy balanced carefully on the saucer in his hands.

      “You couldn't be referring to your failed attempt at making a circuit of Vim, now could you?”  Mender Brasley questioned plainly. “You must think I'm daft if you imagined for one moment I'd not find out about your excursions. You two are still very much strangers here in a city that never entertains outside guests.”

      The mender paused a pace from Ryl’s bed.

      “For once, I do not even feel the slightest twinge of remorse for the vile concoction you must now take to hasten your already remarkable recovery,” he admitted.

      Brasley handed the remedy to Ryl, smiling wolfishly once the cup and saucer had left his fingers.

      “Enjoy,” was all he said.

      Ryl smiled back, choking down the putrid liquid without taking his eyes off the mender. He managed to swallow the entire dose in a single gulp. Maintaining a straight, impassive face was a monumental accomplishment. He pulled off the feat … with the exception of a single, involuntary twitch of his eye.

      “Now it’s time for you to rest,” Brasley said. “I can hold the Council back no longer. I’ve granted their desire to meet with you. The two of you will be joining them this evening.”

      Ryl lay back on his bed, closing his eyes and steadying his breathing as he concentrated on preventing the vile mixture from escaping his body. He could feel the warmth of the liquid in his stomach, sensed it course through his veins, forcing his body to secrete the toxin.

      “I’d like to wash up if possible,” Ryl whispered without opening his eyes. “I’m afraid I won’t make for pleasant company with how awful I smell.”

      “Aye, that you wouldn’t, my friend,” the mender agreed. “I have young Ticco drawing baths for the pair of you now, as well as fresh sets of clothes. I’ll be back to fetch you when they’re ready.”

      “Thank you for all of your help, Brasley,” Ryl said politely.

      “Make no mention of it,” the mender said. “It’s your body that’s done the greatest share of the work. If only all of my patients healed like you.”

      The mender’s voice trailed off as his sentence ended. He nodded before leaving them alone in the small room.

      Aside from their brief visits with the mender and the few pieces of information Andr had gleamed from his solo excursions throughout the city, Vim remained a mystery to them. Whether out of deference to the mender’s instructions, or as a result of the orders of another, they’d been left alone since Ryl had awoken.

      “Andr?” Ryl asked, cautiously opening his eyes to not unsettle his seething stomach.  “What do you know about the Council?”

      Andr stretched as he looked out the window toward the fields in front of him.

      “Unfortunately, like all else here, I know little,” Andr said with a sigh. “From what I’ve overheard, the council is composed of only five members. The citizens of the city elect them to serve only a single term at a time. That is extent of the knowledge I've been able to gain on the subject.”

      “Thank you,” Ryl said appreciatively. “It's a world more than I’ve been able to uncover.”

      “Ha,” Andr laughed aloud. “Well, if you spent your days doing more than just sleeping, who knows what you could learn.”

      As Ryl chuckled along with his friend, he was struck with the profound realization of how vastly different his life had become within the last moon.

      He had gone from slave, to a free man. From prey, hunted by an unseen darkness in the vast wilderness of the Outlands, to a patient under the watchful care of a society the world knew nothing of.

      Mender Brasley knocked softly on the wooden frame of the door as he entered the room with his apprentice in tow. Ticco carried two sets of spare clothing in his hands.

      “Gentlemen, follow me please,” the mender ordered politely with a smile. “Cleanliness awaits.”

      Andr moved to Ryl’s bedside offering his hand to help him up. Ryl was thankful for the assistance. The effort of the day had sapped a good portion of his remaining strength. His muscles protested the action, feeling rigid and painfully sluggish to react.

      Holding Andr’s shoulder for support, the pair shuffled after the mender and his apprentice. Exiting their small room, the hallway traveled to the left and right. Small lanterns lit the space in a muted glow. As with the decor in their room, the craftsmanship was exquisite, despite the banal ingredients.

      To their right, the short walkway led to a wooden door that opened to the city of Vim, a few hundred meters to the east of the regal staircase that led to the city’s exit. The door to Andr’s room lay across the hall from his. A single door remained closed on the opposite side of the hall, closer to the outer exit. Ryl didn’t need to ask what lay beyond its barrier. The stench of the blighted rose’s petals crept out from under the base of the wooden door.

      To their left, the hallway ran deeper into the mountain, heading in the direction of the forest and the Outlands. The party passed a small washroom before entering a large bath. Two rectangular basins were cut into the floor, and wisps of steam wafted off the heated water that had filled them to their brims. There was a fragrant, relaxing floral scent to the air.

      Like the other rooms in their modest residence, this space was hollowed out from the solid stone of the mountain. Ryl marveled at the construction. The walls bore no marks from chisel, no scratch from tools. The polished stone glistened with a mirrored shine. A small fire burned in a hearth set into the far wall. A pump and metal bucket, its bottom blackened from the flames, stood against the wall in the opposite corner of the room.

      While the temperature in the hall was mild, the blaze had heated the bath to the point of discomfort. Ryl felt the sweat pushing at the toxin as it worked feverishly to escape his pores. Ticco placed their clothes on the room’s single, small table before hurrying to stand by the exit to the sweltering room. Brasley pulled a small strip of cloth out from the inside of his white robe, dabbing at the sweat that already covered his forehead.

      Ryl fought the urge to leap into the inviting water. Reluctantly, he allowed the mender to assist him while her removed his well-worn shirt. The mender removed a small knife from the apron he wore around his waist, carefully slicing through the rough fabric up the middle. He gasped at the sight of the tattoo on Ryl’s chest. With all that had occurred, it was a mark that Ryl had forgotten was there. The situation surrounding its application, however, was forever ingrained in his mind. Reliving the Battle of the Erlyn Woods through the body of the phrenic, Caprien, was something he still felt with all of his senses.

      “This is unexpected,” Mender Brasley gasped. “A transference of power. I’ve only seen these in the great tomes in the library. Heard their tales passed down throughout the ages. Where did you come across this?”

      Ticco braced himself against the doorway; steadying his shaking legs, whether from shock or the heat. The surprise was written across Andr’s face, and his head shook from side to side, his mouth forming a small discerning smile. Ryl thought for a moment before answering.

      “In a time of great need, the Erlyn Woods revealed one of her secrets,” Ryl admitted plainly, still hesitant to divulge too much information.

      “Are there still phrenic alive in the great woods today?” the mender interrupted with a start; his eyes grown wide.

      “I’m afraid I don’t know the answer to that question,” Ryl said shaking his head. “The woods never showed me another, he said he was the last before vanishing.”

      “This will be a story worth hearing,” Brasley commented, the excitement in his voice impossible to hide. “You’re full of surprises, my young friend. I assure you the Council will find this most interesting.”

      A splash interrupted their conversation as Andr buoyantly entered his bath. The mender hopped back a step as the water spilled over the edge, spreading out in a wave across the floor. A look of barely disguised annoyance flashed across his face as he glared at the mercenary, who was easing himself into a comfortable position against the side of the inset bath. Andr let out an audible sigh.

      The mender shook his head, as his eyes traveled back to the transference of power tattooed onto Ryl’s chest.

      “Well, my scientific curiosity will have to wait,” Brasley sighed. “Get yourselves cleaned up. I’ll be back to collect you before the sun is down.”

      He backed up another step from the spreading water, shaking his head again before turning to leave the room. At the doorway, he stopped, looking back into the bathroom.

      “Please see that you spend the time until I return resting,” the mender warned. “Meetings with the Council tend to be lengthy. Oh, and I took the liberty of measuring your feet before you awoke. Your new shoes are ready at the cobbler’s. I’ll leave them in your room.”

      He hurried out of the bathroom without another word.

      With the investigative eyes of the mender off the tattoo on his chest, Ryl finished undressing before easing his way into the hot water. With every inch of his body that sank into the soothing liquid, a comforting warmth replaced the aches, the soreness and the general discomfort. Every pore sweat out toxins; expelling them into a sickly film that spread out across the water. Ryl splashed at the coating of grime, sending the polluted liquid running across the floor.

      The room was almost imperceptibly sloped outward toward the edges on all sides but that which they entered from. Running along the edge of the room, a line of short, narrow slits were cut into the floor allowing for the overflow to drain.

      Ryl leaned back, resting his head against the cool stone floor, letting the heat soak through his body. Heated baths were a luxury he had experienced but a few times in his life. His infrequent baths during his imprisonment within The Stocks came care of a hasty dip in the icy waters of the river that bisected the area.

      Ryl’s fingers and toes were wrinkled by the time the pair exited from the baths. The cleansing soak left him feeling refreshed, contented and alive. He waved off any assistance from Andr. The blood seemed to rush through his veins with renewed vigor, as if its path was now open and free from obstacles. A strange sensation rolled through his body, following in the in the wake of his blood.

      He followed Andr silently back to their small room. The hallway appeared more detailed than he’d remembered, and the area was brighter than before. The soft impact of their bare feet on the stone floor echoed in his ears. The rancid scent of the blighted rose remedy was more potent, choking out the air with every inch forward.

      Ryl reached out his hand, sliding his fingertips along the smooth surface of the wall. He traced the lines of the minerals running through the store. He felt every imperfection as if it was a gaping hole in the wall. He concentrated on the enhanced details surrounding him; his mind swelling with the influx of information.

      His new clothes were absent of the scratch he had grown accustomed to from the rough threads routinely issued in The Stocks. The soft fibers were a comfort to his skin as they brushed gently over his body. He felt the tingle from his exposed forearms as the mild breeze that snuck in through the gap at the base of the exterior door jostled the hairs on his arms. What had caused the newfound vibrancy of his feelings?

      Ryl’s mind was a flurry of thoughts as he sat back on the bed in the room. His body felt more in tune with itself and the world then he’d ever recalled. Had the toxin been holding back his perception and the sensations for all these cycles? If so, had his body expelled the poison in its entirety or would the world become clearer still?

      Though his body and mind were refreshed from the warmth of the bath, he was keenly aware of how tired he truly was. After some idle banter with Andr, he excused himself, laying down to rest as they awaited their meeting with the Council. Ryl laid his head back, closing his eyes, attempting to quiet his racing mind.

      He’d come here at the direction of Da’agryn. The mysterious old man had told him he would find his answers.

      Would the Council have them?

      He’d soon find out.
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      Ryl rested for a short while before the anticipation of the upcoming meeting awoke him from his peaceful slumber. Brasley had left food for them while he slept and he dined alone as Andr had long since finished his portion. As the sun had yet to complete its descent behind the jagged tips of the surrounding mountains, he had opted to sit outside, enjoying the last few rays of the sun's warmth. He rested on the single stone step that separated the small residence he and Andr shared with the neatly paved stone road that formed an exterior ring around Vim.

      The city was still abuzz with a flurry of activity. People moved with determination; their heads held high as they went about their tasks. To his right, carefully manicured fields of crops stretched out in a sea of greens and yellows. He could see the tops of the orchard’s trees in the distance, their branches still laden with unharvested fruit. The heads of the workers popped up, out of the plants they tended, like animals sneaking a view of the surrounding world before ducking back down.

      To his left, two smaller avenues separated rows of buildings before reaching the wide gap of the Northfate. From his conversations with the mender and Andr, he had learned that the nearest building, which shared the opposite side of the avenue with the first field of crops was the school for the youngest of Vim’s children. The building was a two-story affair with the first floor constructed entirely from stone. The second level was constructed from wood. Gleeful laughter of the children floated on the air in random outbursts.

      The next building up the alley was the University, housing the advanced set of classrooms for those closer to the age of adulthood. Similar in footprint to the primary school, the University stood two stories tall. Education had been all but forgotten in The Stocks, yet here it appeared to be held in high regard.

      Distance did little to hide the artful decorations of the buildings. The elaborate design and meticulous attention to every detail was foreign compared to his bland upbringing.

      Even before his life in The Stocks, Ryl could remember no construction nearing the mastery of anything he witnessed now before his eyes. Being but a child, his experience was by no means all encompassing, yet the world that surrounded his youth seemed to have been constructed purposefully plain. In his memory, every drab, sterile building seemed to blend in with the next.

      Carved into the face of the cliff running along the exterior of the road were a series of entrances similar to the one which he rested on. There were few single apartments like the small modified clinic he presently shared with Andr. Brasley had mentioned that these dwellings, carved into the exterior wall were the homes of the original inhabitants of Vim, long before the population swelled to its current state.

      He snapped his mind back from wandering thoughts of the past. Surveying the city to the west, he noted the body of the uniquely shaped mender approaching with another. He'd expected to see Ticco, the ever-present apprentice, so the sight of the woman wearing the single sleeved cloak gave him pause. An intricate tattoo covered the skin of her exposed right arm.

      The woman approached with an intriguingly agile gait; her hips swayed ever so slightly as she glided alongside the mender. Her brown hair captured the light from the setting sun at her back, setting it ablaze with an orange glow.

      Kaep.

      Ryl hadn’t seen her or any of the other phrenics in person since he first awoke two days earlier. He’d searched with his mindsight on occasion though he was hesitant to utilize the skill. Their presence was clearly noted as they moved about the city. In his current state, even the brief visions were exhausting, and fruitless; finding none straying close to his location.

      The face of the mender contorted with mild annoyance as they approached.

      “Tell me you haven't been out for another walk again?” Brasley scolded. “I thought I made it perfectly clear you were to be resting.”

      “Aye, Brasley, that you did,” Ryl responded politely. To his side Andr grinned. “I have been resting. We just came out a short time ago, I needed the fresh air and sunlight.”

      The mender eyed him askance for a few moments as if expecting to have caught him in a lie.

      “Very well,” he said after a moment of careful observation. “The Council is ready to see you now.”

      To his side, Kaep nodded in acknowledgement, a small smile encroaching on her otherwise serious expression.

      “Will you be joining us for the meeting?” Ryl asked the pair of them as he worked himself to his feet.

      “That we will, Ryl,” Brasley answered for them both. “As your Mender and as the vanguard for the scout detail that collected you, Kaep and I have been summoned as well.”

      Ryl, with Andr at his side, fell into position, following on the heels of the mender and phrenic. The party headed to the left, toward the west and the setting sun, retracing the mender’s steps. As they approached the first alley, a steady stream of children bolted from the school’s main double door, spreading out in all directions like water along the earth. The children laughed and skipped as they ran carefree toward whatever destination they chose. He smiled as a young boy and girl weaved in and out of their small party, chasing each other with the reckless abandon only a child can possess.

      Ahead of them lay the main north-south avenue, the Northfate. The avenue ended at the foot of a great stone staircase leading to the buttressed entrance of the tunnel into and out of Vim. The volume of citizens navigating the city’s avenues had increased as the sun had fallen further below the rim of the mountains. Cautious and curious eyes viewed the group as they plodded steadily forward. The press of the foot traffic broke around them like water around a rock. Ryl still felt no animosity in their stares, only a disconcerting mixture of interest and pity.

      Flanking the east and west side of the main avenue were two buildings, their designs virtually identical. Stretching vertically for three stories, the large stone structures were carved with awe inspiring precision. Seemingly every facet of life within Vim featured immaculate design and artistic prowess. The sheer architectural perfection of the buildings before him eclipsed all those he’d examined previously. Though he’d traveled this road once during his failed attempt at rounding the city’s outer loop, his attention at that time was focused on returning to the clinic, not the perfection of the architecture.

      Fluted columns engaged the corners of the building with large decorated square blocks extending out past the base of each. Both buildings looked to have been carved from one massive stone, as Ryl could see no gaps or seams where block was stacked atop block. The flawless rock walls were eerily reminiscent of the gigantic stone carving of Taben the Defender that stood at the northernmost point in The Stocks, at the front of the Haven Mountains. Ornate trim work surrounded every window, encased every door and stretched across the building delineating floor from floor. There was a muted sound of hammering coming from inside as they passed.

      A massive stone dome capped each building, their smooth rounded surfaces painted with startling realism. The vibrant colors and masterful details of the paintings made the scenes come to life. Ryl blinked his eyes as he craned his neck to admire the artwork.

      So engrossed was he in the paintwork, that he failed to notice that the mender and Kaep had stopped in his path. Ryl wandered carelessly into the back of Kaep, knocking her off her feet. He reacted without thought—the world came to a halt, her fall slowed to a crawl as she was suspended in air.

      Ryl lunged forward, his right hand carefully but firmly clasping around her cloaked forearm. With a gentle tug, he spun her falling body around onto her heels before pulling her back upright. His opposite hand had grabbed ahold of her exposed tattooed arm.

      An unexpected surge of energy jolted through his body, beginning from where his skin touched hers. For a moment, his hand felt as if it was stuck there, his fingers refusing to break their connection with her bare skin. The tattoos on her arm seemed to pulse with life, and his fingers tingled with the unexpected contact. The look on her face was one of surprise; he quickly averted his eyes while struggling with his mind to pry his fingers apart, to break the magnetic connection with her skin.

      As his hand severed the contact with her skin, the strange sensation ceased. Ryl gasped for air as he sunk to a knee. The disorienting feeling of the world snapping back to its normal speed sent his head reeling. His stomach turning violently; threatening to empty its contents into the avenue. The inadvertent use of his skills was extraordinarily taxing. He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment as the spinning subsided.

      “I’m sorry,” he stuttered between breaths.

      “Mind where you’re walking, my young friend,” Brasley chided. “Your balance will return as your recovery progresses. I fear you’re still weak from your ill-advised outing this morning, though I can see how the beauty of our city could be a distraction to those who are unaccustomed to its wonders.”

      Mender Brasley offered no indication that he’d witnessed Ryl’s sudden burst of speed. His attention was elsewhere.

      “I’ve learned the hard way the error in my judgement,” Ryl confessed, in an attempt to appease the mender. “I’ll heed your words in the future and not rush my recovery. Though I’ll agree there is beauty in this city the likes of which I’ve never seen before.”

      The mender smiled and nodded his head in approval of Ryl’s admission. Out of the corner of his eye, Ryl could see the smirk growing on Andr’s face. Kaep bent down in front of him, offering her clothed arm. He was mentally prepared for the sensation as he again clasped his hand around her forearm.

      A hint of the tingling was there, yet nowhere near as profound as when his hand had touched her bare skin. Ryl had never experienced that feeling before. Over the cycles he’d come in contact with his fellow tributes, those who shared the same alexen in their blood, yet this energizing and magnetic response was foreign. Aside from the small smile, her face was again unreadable. The surprise he thought she’d shown a moment earlier was washed away by a look of indifference. If she experienced the same sensation, she gave no sign.

      “Can you walk?” Mender Brasley inquired.

      Ryl nodded his head in response, releasing his hold on Kaep’s arm, taking an awkward step forward. He had difficulty regaining his footing as stumbling forward for a few steps. Andr stepped to his side, intercepting his clumsy gait.

      “Let me give you a hand,” the mercenary offered. “Can’t have you hurting yourself again before meeting the Council.”

      Ryl fought back his stubborn pride, conceding the need for assistance. With his arm over Andr’s shoulder for support, they continued their path along the outer ring of Vim, albeit at a more sluggish pace.

      “What were those buildings?” Ryl asked as they followed Brasley and Kaep.

      “Those are home to the artisan’s workshops,” Brasley said, beaming with pride as he turned his head back toward Ryl and Andr. “As long as we have lived here, we have remained ever vigilant in the pursuit and application of education and the finer arts. Unlike the world outside, all here learn to read and write at an early age. In addition, we have remained steadfast in the focus on the finer arts as well.”

      Ryl was taken aback by the statement. For a community surviving off the land in an unbearably hostile environment, the pursuit of art seemed like an ill-placed focus. Although beautiful, art was a concept he had not been afforded the luxury of coming to understand.

      “I see that look on your face, Ryl,” Mender Brasley intoned. “I never said that study and practice of writing, sculpture, painting and other finer arts, though their effects are profound, were our only focus. You’ll learn soon enough.”

      The mender chuckled to himself as they made their way past the second of the artisan workshops. Another alley separated the building from a massive arrangement of pillars. Brasley and Kaep stopped off to the side of the walkway. At first glance, the large stone columns formed a rectangle around an open plot of land stretching several hundred meters to the north and easily half that distance to the west. Giant, ornately carved slabs of stone rested atop the pillars spanning the entirety of their arrangement, creating a narrow roof around the outer edge of the rectangle.

      As they approached, Ryl could see that the opening between the pillars was in fact cut into the ground. Descending into the earth at a relatively steep angle were tiers of benches carved from stone. At several evenly spaced locations, stairways separated the seats allowing access to the lower levels. A low stone barricade marked the end of the viewing area from the flat surface several meters below. The seating was arranged so that from any location among the seats one could have a complete view of the colosseum’s inset arena. On the far side from where they walked, a raised dais stood above the surrounding bench seats, jutting out from the uppermost level.

      The ground inside the center of the colosseum appeared to be a well maintained, hard-packed earth. On the ground level, a single, large opening was cut into the wall on either side below the lowest level of seating. These exits were blocked by heavy wooden doors, leading to unknown areas underneath the structure.

      “The great colosseum has seen many performances, artistic, theatrical, and of course martial,” Mender Brasley added. “You see, we are much more than just a society of scholars.”

      With a smile, the mender turned, leading them onward around the side of the colosseum, before heading north following the road alongside the edge of the mountain. A string of grand facades were etched into the cliff face, replacing the narrow entrances to the residences that had lined the exterior wall.

      As they passed the first, Ryl felt an unusual wave of calm pass over him. The welcoming feeling he'd grown accustomed to while surrounded by his fellow tributes in The Stocks, slammed into him with an unexpected force. He balanced himself against Andr, earning a concerned look from the mercenary.

      The narrow vertical slits that ran along either side of the door gave no indication of watchful eyes from within. Ryl hesitated before sneaking a momentary glance with his mindsight. If not for the steady arm of Andr, he'd have toppled to the ground. His mind, however, was focused; keenly aware of the mass of glowing signatures that had appeared in his vision.

      Kaep, being only a pace in front of him had glowed the brightest. The building to his left held a score of others. His focus broke as he again stumbled over his feet; the effort of the momentary view with his mindsight sapped far too much of his flagging strength at the cost of his coordination.

      “I’m ok, Andr,” Ryl offered preemptively. He saw the eyes of his friend squint with a look of slight suspicion. “I’m getting tired. I’m eager to sit.”

      Andr nodded knowingly.

      “How much further is it, Mender?” Andr asked abruptly.

      “It’s there,” Brasley pointed. “Just ahead.”

      The next facade carved into the face of the cliff was the most elaborately adorned and the largest they’d come across during their circuit of the city. A massive fluted pillar reached out from the face of the rock on either side of the entranceway. The columns stretched upward nearly twenty meters, capped on top with a flat ledge that extended out from the rock. The face of the cliff above the entranceway had been sculpted into an intricate arboreal scene that felt uniquely familiar. Ryl looked upon the tall trees, creeping vines and thorny brambles as if he was viewing the Erlyn herself.

      A dozen stone steps spanned the roughly thirty meters between the pillars, leading to a pair of large, wooden doors. As they ascended the stairs, the right section of the door swung inward as if waiting on cue for their arrival. The thick wooden panel moved noiselessly on its hinges, stopping as it reached the rock wall. A single guard stepped forward holding the door ajar as the party entered the chamber. He wore a long sword comfortably at his hip, and carried a decorative, yet deadly looking spear in his hand.

      The doorway led into a narrow entryway. The decorative pillars lining each wall were the most spectacularly sculpted displays he’d seen to this point. The walls and floor were made of the same flawlessly carved and polished stone, easily reflecting the light from the chandelier burning overhead. At the opposite end of the entryway, a second set of wooden doors stood closed, and a guard stood in front of each panel—their crossed spears blocking access to the chamber beyond.

      To their left, a large desk stood out from the wall, a closed door behind it. An elderly man sat at the desk's only chair, his head down, a pen in his hand scrawling in a ledger on the table in front of him. The party paused as Mender Brasley approached the desk. After waiting a prolonged moment, Brasley cleared his throat, alerting the aged man to their presence.

      His head inclined slowly; his gaze lingered behind. He purposefully placed his pen down alongside his ledger before greeting the Mender with a nod. He craned his neck to the side, viewing Ryl and Andr with curiosity. Ryl felt his examining eyes as they travelled the length of his body.

      “Ah, so these must be our new guests? Welcome to the great hall of Vim,” his voice was quiet and airy, exposing the age behind it. “Allow me to introduce myself, my name is Greshal. I'm the chamberlain for the Council. May I have the pleasure of your names please?”

      Ryl and Andr answered in turn. Greshal repeated each name with a smile, carefully scratching the names into the ledger in front of him before lifting his head once more.

      “Now that we've seen to the formalities, in you go,” he gestured toward the guarded doors at the opposite end of the room with an absent wave of his hand.

      “The Council awaits within.”
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      Brasley and Kaep led the way across the entryway toward the guarded double doors. The thuds of their footfalls echoed throughout the stone chamber. Chamberlain Greshal had returned to scribbling notes in his ledger before the party had turned to leave. If not for the subtle movements of his hand and quiet scratching of pen on paper, Ryl would have thought he was asleep.

      They were halfway across the room before the chamberlain raised his voice.

      “They wait for you in the chamber room,” he mumbled. “You know the way, I suppose.”

      Beasley grumbled an acknowledgement as they continued on toward the door.

      The guards raised their spears to a vertical position as the party approached. Their faces remained impassive, greeting Brasley who still led the group with a silent nod. The guard on the right hammered the butt of his staff into the base of the door in a rapid succession before pausing as if awaiting a response.

      If a response was received, Ryl hadn't heard it. The guard to the right pulled open his panel of the door. The great, iron hinges again issued no complaint as the door silently opened, granting their first view of the great hall beyond.

      He felt the apprehensive eyes of the guards follow them as they passed. For how long would they remain suspicious?

      Through the doorway, the room opened into a spacious auditorium; Ryl guessed that the area could comfortably seat over several thousand. Directly in front of them a stairway descended downward to the heart of the chamber below. Rows of tiered benches were carved into the earth, arranged in a large semi-circle forming the amphitheater. The focal point of the seats was in the center of the hall at the large wooden table that dominated the space. Along the rear of the table facing the general seating were five ornately carved, high-backed chairs, which currently stood empty.

      Beyond the table, carved directly into the wall was a stature that Ryl needed no introduction to identify. He'd seen the statue of Taben the Defender hundreds of times; there was no mistaking the likeness.

      The statue in the great hall depicted Taben standing defiantly with his arms folded across his chest. He wore the traditional cloak of the phrenic, and his muscular right arm was covered in tattoos; the detailed designs immaculate. At his side hung a long, straight blade. The most haunting features, however, were his eyes. Though focused straight ahead, they appeared to follow the party as they moved through the room.

      Instead of descending the stairs, Brasley turned left, following the curve of the seats along the rear wall. Narrow, evenly spaced fluted pillars connected the floor to the ceiling around the upper level. A wooden railing ran in between the posts, broken in two other locations allowing access to the lesser staircases that led downward to the amphitheater seats.

      Another set of wooden doors blocked their curving path just beyond the end of the benches. Brasley approached without pause, rapping out three rapid knocks, similar to those of the guard. This time, Ryl heard the muffled voice beckoning them inside. The mender opened the door, holding it ajar for the rest of the group to pass. Kaep moved inside without hesitation, Ryl and Andr followed close behind.

      The room they entered was a far cry from the massive, formal great hall they’d passed through. Like the other rooms he'd seen, the chamber was carved into the rock itself, smoothed and polished to perfection. Nowhere could he see evidence of cracks or blemishes in the surface.

      The interior of the room itself, however, was simple; lit by a large silver chandelier suspended from the center of the ceiling above. Below it was a large round wooden table, made from the smoothed cross section of a massive tree. The circumference was easily large enough to sit a dozen people. On the opposite side of the table from where they had entered a group of five were seated. A small fire in the hearth behind the table crackled away, flavoring the air with a hint of smoke.

      The five gathered at the table before them rose in unison as they entered the room.

      “Councilors,” Kaep nodded in greeting as she pulled out a chair along the side of the table, the wooden legs emitted an audible scrape as they moved across the floor.

      The door behind them closed with a click as Mender Brasley padded up behind Ryl and Andr.

      “Welcome, friends. Please have a seat,” the women standing in the middle on the five announced, gesturing with her hand to the seats alongside Kaep.

      “Although you’ve been guests of our great city for some time, let me be the first to officially welcome you,” her voice was kind, yet firm, dripping with formal etiquette. “You are now in the last refuge of civilization in the wilds of the Outlands. Welcome to Vim.”

      “Thank you,” Ryl responded confidently as he pulled out his chair to sit. The ornately carved chair was heavy, made of solid wood. The padding on the high back and the seat was soft and comforting as he eased his way into its grasp.

      To either side of the speaker, the councilors seated themselves as well; leaving the women in the center standing alone.

      “We'll keep our introductions brief as we have much to discuss. The Mender informed us you still have a great deal of recovering to do from your ordeal,” she announced, flashing a placating smile toward Brasley. “My name is Irie, I'm the voice for this cycle’s Council.”

      She dipped her head in a slight bow, before sitting slowly in her chair. Irie was a tall, slender woman, with light brown hair that was pulled back into a bun atop her head. Her skin was bronzed from the sun, yet her deep brown eyes still stood out against her tanned skin. Like the rest of those seated beside her, her clothes were the same utilitarian wear he'd seen from the others within the city.  Around her neck hung a gold chain and pendant, with the stem and spike of a wheat plant beautifully carved into its center.

      “As you may have heard, Vim is represented by a Council of five members,” Irie continued. Her voice was cordial. There was no hint of condescension as she relayed information that was undoubtedly common knowledge. “Each member serves for a term of one cycle before another is elected by the will of the citizens of Vim. We represent the elected officials for each of the main disciplines within the city. I am proud to represent our agricultural endeavors.”

      Ryl nodded his head as she continued. His fascination with the knowledge he was gaining overpowered any residual effects from the poisoning and his recovery.

      “To my left are the representatives for the academic and artisan classes,” Irie continued with a gracious sweep of her hand in their direction. “Councilor Oswill is the voice of our academic order, while Councilor Heild represents our artisans.”

      Ryl had held no preconceived notions of what the councilors would look like. With few exceptions, all he’d met or seen in his brief stay here in Vim had appeared to be in remarkably well-maintained physical shape. Their condition was likely a testament to a life spent working with little time for either the glut of excess or the sloth of laziness. The academic and artisan representatives seated before him were no exception to this observation. Both councilors looked to be physically fit and in excellent shape. As their names were called both nodded their heads in turn.

      Oswill appeared to be the elder of the pair, seemingly nearing his fiftieth cycle. The hair had departed from the top of narrow oval-shaped head, yet his mustache and beard were still brown, flecked with scattered patches of gray. One hand subconsciously rubbed the beard on his chin as he smiled in greeting cocking his head slightly to the side. Ryl felt his inquisitive eyes studying him, dissecting him as if he was the next mystery waiting to be solved. Around his neck hung a similar golden chain with pendant as the one Councilwoman Irie wore. Etched into the center of Oswill’s was a meticulous carving of a book and pen.

      To his left, sat Councilor Heild. The councilor had an altogether disheveled look. His wavy, blond hair was in a state of disarray, appearing as if he’d only recently been roused from slumber. His large, round eyes shifted wildly, never seeming to focus in one place for long before darting off to the next. Heild’s hands were in a constant state of minor motion. He fidgeted with a small wooden handled tool moving it idly as he nodded his greeting. The pendant around his neck contained images of an overlapping paint brush and a small chisel.

      “Seated to my right is the representative for the military order,” Councilwoman Irie continued. “Councilwoman Lenu represents the Vigil, the proud defenders of Vim.”

      Councilor Lenu rose from her seat, bowing slightly at the waist before returning to her chair. She was a short woman, standing only a head higher than the seated Councilwoman Irie to her right. Her face was marked by a long vertical scar that ran from her temple to her cheek. Her thin lips were locked into an impassive pose. Her muscular features shown through the thin fabric of her tunic, and she wore a sword at her hip. The medallion around her neck featured two crossed blades, set atop a circular shield.

      “Lastly, Councilor Paasek,” Irie continued.

      “Represents the phrenics,” Ryl interrupted, his eyes locking on to the astute gaze of the councilor. A small smile cracked across the man’s lips as he nodded his head in greeting.

      “Aye. That’s correct, my friend,” Councilor Paasek intoned, his voice gruff, yet kind.

      Paasek, the last of the councilors introduced was the most muscular of the group. His right arm bulged from under his loose-fitting shirt, and his left arm was tattooed from wrist to shoulder. The pattern of his tattoos was unlike anything Ryl had seen before. The intricate designs made the entirety of his arm appear as if it was made of stone. Ryl pondered to what sect the councilor belonged. Judging by his physique, his guess would lean toward the physical sect over that of the intellectual or elemental.

      The features of Paasek’s face mirrored the stony facade of his arm. His cheeks and jawline were rigid, his nose wide and short. The angular features gave his head a square look. The councilor’s hair was cut close to the scalp along the sides, while the top was left longer and spiked. Even the dull gray iris of his narrow, squinted eyes followed suit with his rocky appearance. There was no medallion hung around his squat neck. He wore no phrenic cloak.

      Ryl felt a wave of calm and welcome wash over his body. He gazed at Paasek with a knowing look before focusing his energy in an attempt to send a sliver of the feeling back to the councilor. He slumped forward as the exhaustion threatened to topple him, catching himself with his forearm on the table. Paasek nodded his head subtly in recognition, though a touch of concern registered across his face. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught Kaep shaking her head.

      “You two will have time to get better acquainted soon, Ryl,” Irie added. “Owing to the limited numbers, our phrenic councilor is the only one that defies that single term length. Once elected, they serve until another chooses to run in opposition or they step down. Councilor Paasek has served Vim faithfully for over twenty cycles.”

      Irie paused at the conclusion of her introductions, watching Ryl with her studious eyes.

      “We would like to ask the two of you some questions,” she intoned. “All heard the reports given from Kaep and the scout detail that found you. We are keenly interested in hearing the telling in your own words.”

      She sat forward in her chair, resting her arms on the table. Her fingers interlocked as she eagerly awaited the story. Ryl leaned back in his chair. His breathing had slowed, returning to a normal rate after the abnormally taxing use of his skills. He looked at Andr; the mercenary was relaxing in his chair, right leg crossed over the other.

      “You start,” he said. “I’ll pick up where you leave off.”

      Together, Ryl and Andr retold their story starting from their disastrous arrival on the coast. The council remained silent, attentively listening to the tale that was being relayed. From the point at which his own awareness left him, Ryl too listened on with rapt attention as Andr finished the tale. The depiction of his annihilation of the Horde scouting party was met with wide eyes and open mouths.

      “Have you no recollection of the attack, Ryl?” Councilor Paasek inquired.

      “To be honest, until it was described, I’ve had a difficult time understanding what was real and what resulted from the poison,” Ryl admitted. “Far too much over those days was confusing. My mind was lost in a sea of hallucinations and pain.”

      Ryl thought for a moment before carrying on. The memory of his unexpected defense was clear, yet so too were the hallucinations. Until Andr’s description of the events, he was still unsure of what was real and what was fiction.

      He could recall his defiant attack in brutal clarity. He felt the desperation and the anger that had coursed through him as if it had just occurred. He felt the Leaves slide through the dark flesh of the Horde with no resistance. The warm spray of the putrid blood on his skin carrying the foul odor of death and decay. Yet there were still elements that tugged at his memory, so real at the moment, yet cloudy now.

      The rejuvenating breath of air from the forest. It carried a vivid reminder of the Erlyn.

      The voice that whispered on the wind. In his mind it had sounded like the words of Da’agryn.

      The scream.

      Ryl shifted positions uncomfortably in his chair.

      “There is something that still bothers me,” Ryl admitted. Paasek leaned forward in his chair, his curiosity evident. “I felt something akin to a breath of wind from the forest. It surged over me like a wave, washing away the false visions and pain that clouded my mind. I felt the Erlyn in its call. I heard a whisper urging me to stand, to fight. It was a voice I could never forget. It was Da’agryn.”

      Ryl’s eyes wandered the room, focusing on nothing in particular as he rambled on.

      “Then there was the scream,” he continued. “I can still hear the ring of it sounding in my ears.”

      Paasek exchanged a curious glance with the other members of the council.

      “All phrenics here heard that too. Moreover, all phrenics here felt it, we still feel the tremors of it now,” Paasek admitted. “That voice has a name, and an ancient one at that, yet little else is known about it. It has been referred to as the Cries of the Fallen. Rumored to be issued only in times of dire peril when all hope has been lost. It’s a desperate plea for help. I’ll go back through the records, but I fear there isn’t much else to be learned.”

      “The name, Da’agryn?” Irie questioned, cutting short Paasek’s ruminations. “That is a name we have not heard before. What can you tell us about this Da’agryn?”

      “He was a phrenic—” Ryl began, only to be interrupted as Paasek leapt from his chair, the wooden legs scraping loudly as they slid back across the floor.

      “—Impossible!” Paasek gasped. “The only true phrenics that survive remain in Vim.”

      “Unbelievable, yes. But impossible? No.” Ryl said politely. “The Erlyn led me to him in a cave hidden deep within the woods. Our meeting was brief, yet the information he passed on was monumental. Before meeting him, I’d never heard the word phrenic. He spoke of a history erased from record. He instructed me in the ways of communicating with the forest, ways to practice the phrenic mindsight and to practice another skill he possessed. The soulborne wind.”

      Paasek’s eyes bulged wider at the mention of the soulborne wind. He sank back into his chair in disbelief.

      “That is a skill that has scarcely been seen throughout the ages,” he whispered. “Did he tell you anything else?”

      “He claimed he’d been called many names across the ages,” Ryl continued as he thought back to their brief meeting. “Said he was more a part of the forest now than anything, nothing more than a voice and feeling elsewhere. He convinced me not to give up hope. A hope I hate to admit was faltering.”

      Ryl paused before continuing, replaying every moment of their brief meeting in his mind.

      “Somehow, he knew I’d be rescued after my Harvest,” Ryl breathed. “He believed that I would be the catalyst. That I would be the one to herald the changes that had been prophesied. He told me to look to the mountains, for I’d find my answers there. He said there was much to be done before my Harvest and vanished with the wind.”

      The silence that fell over the room was deafening. Ryl could hear nothing over it as the moments stretched on. The councilors again exchanged wide eyed glances.

      “Could it be him?” Heild asked.

      “The prophet,” Oswill added in awe.

      Paasek nodded his head in wonder.

      “The prophet?” Ryl asked curiously.

      “Once every hundred cycles since our founders fled here, we have been visited by one whom we call the prophet,” Irie instructed. “He is a man, for that is the best way we can describe him, yet he is nothing more than a specter. His glowing green body is translucent, though his features are remarkably defined. He wears the cloak of a phrenic, the hood always drawn low.  None have seen his face.”

      Ryl was immediately struck by the similarities in the description of the glowing specter of the prophet to the figure of Caprien he'd encountered in the Erlyn.

      “Were these woods once connected to the Erlyn?” Ryl asked curiously.

      “Yes, they once were,” Irie answered. “The woods that run along the length of the mountains were all once a part of the Erlyn’s domain. With the construction of what you call the western palisade her power and sway over the forest was severed. Yet, there are still pockets where her power lingers, though they are few. There is one within reach of Vim, where her remaining strength is the most potent. It is to here the prophet comes. The phrenic can feel his arrival.”

      “Can I see this prophet?” Ryl asked.

      The councilors again exchanged glances, all nodding their heads subtly.

      “Yes, that can be arranged,” Irie acknowledged with a smile. “However, there are things you must understand, things that must be done first.”

      Ryl eyed them with a hint of suspicion.

      “As of this point, your arrival here at Vim has not been a closely guarded secret,” Irie stood as she spoke, continuing while pacing behind the other councilors. “All know of your arrival. As you might expect, visitors here are a thing of legend. Among us, there isn’t a soul who has ever met an outsider in the entirety of their lives. All are curious to hear from the Council.”

      “When we were a fledgling civilization, every birth was rewarded with a celebration, as it signaled the hope for our future. Our survival,” Irie elaborated. “We have thankfully reached numbers where our continuance does not hang so much in the balance. There are over sixteen thousand souls now living within the safety of this mountain. Births are still celebrated, yet on a private level.”

      Irie paused her pacing behind Paasek. She rested a hand on his rigid shoulder.

      “The awakening or discovery of a phrenic is always a cause for celebration,” Paasek intoned.

      Ryl could hold his curiosity back no longer.

      “How many phrenics live within the city?” he blurted out, interrupting the councilwoman. Irie smiled at the outburst, responding with patience.

      “There are fifteen phrenics in Vim,” Councilor Paasek answered for her. “All are awakened.”

      “While all know of your arrival, none but the phrenics and a select few others know of the gift that flows within your veins,” Irie said. “It was more than coincidence that led us to you on the verge of the forest. The prophet forewarned of your arrival. Though you were nearly a cycle earlier than we expected.”

      “My Harvest was a cycle early,” Ryl stuttered. “After an injury that nearly took my life, my sponsor caused enough of a commotion to grant the testing of all tributes in The Stocks. Mine was the only level outside of the norm, warranting my early Harvest—”

      “—I understand the testing process and the behavior of alexen,” it was Mender Brasley's turn to interrupt the conversation. “Alexen follows a finite path to saturation.”

      “I will not argue with your knowledge, Mender,” Ryl admitted. “Yet I understand that logic only applies when the alexen is passive.”

      The Mender and Paasek sucked in a breath as they anticipated the next statement.

      “Mine is active,” Ryl announced confidently.

      “Full of surprises, I see,” Paasek commented with a laugh. “No active alexen has been seen since Taben.”

      “He will be yours to train soon enough, Paasek,” Councilwoman Lenu, who had been quiet up to that point chimed in.

      “His training will be short I fear,” Paasek said. “Once he's awakened, the knowledge inherent in the blood will be at his command. What would be a lifelong study to you will be more akin to a refresher to him.”

      “That may be so, but he and Andr will still need to be instructed as all are in Vim,” Irie declared, focusing her attention on the councilors before returning her gaze to Ryl and Andr.

      “Ryl, can you read and write?” she asked sympathetically.

      “Yes, I can. It pains me to admit, that my skills will be lacking,” Ryl said, his face red with embarrassment. “Reading and writing were never part of our assigned tasks, nor did we have books to read or the time to study them.”

      “You will have ample time to practice that skill here. Any assistance you require will be at your disposal if you run into any difficulties,” Irie said with a touch of motherly care in her voice.

      “All who live in Vim are required to be proficient in both scholarly and martial skills,” Irie continued. “Every man, woman and youth are schooled in blade, bow and basic hand-to-hand fighting in addition to their intellectual curriculum.”

      Irie stopped her tale as she gestured with her hand to Councilor Oswill. The councilor cleared his throat before speaking.

      “A major component of the education is to learn the history of our world,” Oswill explained. “You will learn of our past, our flight from slavery in The Stocks, our trials here, our failures and our achievements. Before completing their schooling, every student must also copy a version of the great tome that contains the history that Damaris has sought to scrub from record. It may sound like a simple task, but I assure you the history is rather lengthy.”

      Oswill chuckled at his own feeble attempt at humor before carrying on.

      “We will not make the same mistakes that Damaris has,” Oswill continued, his voice rising in pitch as his anger swelled. “After the fall of the Phrenic, education and literacy were stifled. With the burning of the great libraries and the purging of historical record, intellectual progress was stymied.”

      The councilor leaned backward, rubbing his hand over the stubble that had grown on his chin.

      “The Phrenic pursued knowledge and mastery of the arts and in turn gifted their findings to the world,” Oswill narrated. “They shared their findings freely. In their absence, they left behind a society that knows little more than what is required to complete their tasks at hand. They are unknowing slaves to the kingdom they were born into and will die serving.”

      He sat forward in his chair, leaning his elbows on the table before him.

      “Education and the eternal quest for knowledge doesn't stop there,” Oswill continued. “All here continue learning, each and every citizen in Vim apprentices with a skilled laborer or artisan. We have raised a society that can defend themselves and the history and culture they keep. One day we will be like the phrenics of old, spreading the wealth of information back to a kingdom that craves the knowledge.”

      Councilwoman Lenu rose from her chair, bristling from the statement. Without a moment's notice, the tension in the room grew thick, suffocating the air of civility that had blanketed the room to this point.

      “You'd have us march back into slavery,” Lenu growled. “Those who have milked the tributes for the power in their veins covet their unnaturally long lives. They will not abandon their gifts of power and the superiority they possess. They will fight us with numbers and resources we cannot match.”

      “That is enough,” Irie interrupted, her voice pleasant yet held a resolute firmness. “This is a discussion for another day.”

      Ryl felt a wave of calm crash over him, diffusing the tension that had threatened to overwhelm them all. He met eyes with Paasek, who winked in reply. Councilwoman Lenu sank back into her seat, for the moment the fight in her seemingly dissolved.

      “As you can see, our community, though it stands as an oasis in the Outlands, idyllic as it is, is not without controversy,” Irie said. “Where there are opinions there will always be disagreements. It is the way of the world. Disagreements when viewed from a place of mutual respect, understanding and empathy can create the wonders you see today. We have not always seen eye to eye, but have agreed for the betterment of our community.”

      Lenu and the other councilors nodded their head in silent agreement at the statement.

      “Over the last decade, there has been a growing sentiment that our time to re-enter Damaris has arrived,” Irie said as bluntly as possible. “It is a debate we oft hold, though not one with which you need to worry at the moment.”

      Ryl grasped at the precarious position the council was in regarding the matter. As for him, his mind was made up; the task ahead of him transparent.

      The system of tributes must end, though he had no desire for war. The resolute determination was not a rampant bloodlust on his part. In fact, his true feelings were the opposite. If there was a way to accomplish his goal without bloodshed, he would see to it.

      Whether peacefully or at the tip of a sword, The Stocks would fall.

      The tributes would be set free.

      Ryl could feel his blood heating as he thought of the friends, the family he'd left behind. The loved ones who still languished inside The Stocks.

      “The council will announce the true nature of your arrival tomorrow evening,” Irie continued motioning to he and Andr. Her statement broke his train of thought, and his blood cooled rapidly.

      “Your training and education will commence as soon as you are hale and the mender clears you for training,” Irie informed them. “You may remain in your current apartment until you are back on your feet and revealed to all of Vim. At that point, you will move into one of the suites inside the Hall of the Phrenic.”

      “And what of Andr?” Ryl asked the Council. “Where is he to go? Could he remain with me?”

      Ryl blurted out the thoughts without thinking. In truth he'd never fully weighed the true value of their friendship in his mind. He looked at Andr as a friend, but more so as a fatherly figure, unconsciously filling the void left after his biological family abandoned him. Andr regarded him with a bemused stare. The corner of his lip pulled up into a barely perceptible smile before fading back into its rigid norm.

      “The vast majority of those in Vim reside in homes within the mountain,” Irie explained.  “However, if that is your desire, space can be made. Your suite has a second room, and the hall is nowhere near capacity.”

      “Thank you,” Ryl said. He couldn't help the smile that spread across his face.

      Irie leaned back in her chair. For a brief moment, her rigid, formal posture broke as if she could no longer bear the weight of the world pressing down upon her.

      “You are both a welcome addition to the city,” she continued. “Andr, I'm sure you will find work among the Vigil if you so choose.”

      Andr nodded his head in reply.

      “Ryl, to have another phrenic within our midst, even if you weren't born here is a blessing,” Irie admitted, yet her tone was woeful. “Even as skilled as you are, I’m afraid that the phrenics today are a far cry away from the phrenics of old. So much was lost during the Barren.”

      Ryl squinted his eyes slightly, leaning forward in his chair.

      “The Barren?” he questioned.

      “It is the name we give to the darkest era in our civilization’s history,” Paasek answered somberly. “Nearly three hundred cycles ago, there was a time when the phrenics ceased to exist.”

      Ryl was astonished by the statement. What had befallen the phrenic?

      “Our lives may be long, our bodies may be more suited to fighting infection and destroying disease, yet we are not immune,” Paasek continued. “Gresh was the last surviving phrenic, the last link to the collective information that flowed through his veins. A great piece of the past died with him. His death was sudden and of natural causes and as such he passed without a transference.”

      “Do you mean a transference of power?” Ryl quizzed.

      “That is correct, Ryl, though I'm surprised that you've heard the name,” Paasek answered.

      To the confused looks of all gathered at the table, Ryl rose purposefully to his feet, pushing his chair out behind him. He grabbed his shirt from the bottom, lifting it up to reveal the tattooed hand over his left breast.
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      There was a collective gasp from the councilors seated across the table. The smile on Paasek’s face grew exponentially. Councilor Heild jumped to his feet with an unexpected force that toppled his chair, sending it spilling across the floor. He raced around the table toward Ryl without a word. Ryl shrunk back as the seemingly crazed man approached.

      Paasek cleared his throat, announcing in his clear loud voice.

      “Councilor Heild, perhaps you should ask our young friend before you scare him further,” the phrenic councilor announced. The approaching man stopped in his tracks as if his actions to this point had been entirely out of his control. His face flushed red; his head looked down to the ground.

      “My apologies, Ryl,” Heild intoned. “In my lifetime, I’ve never seen a transference of power in person, in fact none of us have. I am an artist. The quality of the design is astounding. May I look?”

      Ryl nodded his head hesitantly. The councilor approached leaning his face close to appraise the tattoo with discriminating eyes. The intense scrutiny was uncomfortable. Heild whistled, mumbling to himself as he twisted his head from side to side, studying the mark from every angle. Ryl caught the eyes of Kaep as his disquieted gaze traveled the room. He stifled a laugh at her valiant attempt to disguise her amusement.

      “Ryl, you continue to prove you are a young man of many surprises,” Paasek broke the silence. “If councilor Heild has concluded his examination, I’m sure I speak for all here when I say I’d be very interested to hear the story behind this mark.”

      Councilor Heild giggled to himself as he retreated his way back around the table. He retrieved his toppled chair, resuming his place at the table. To his side, Councilor Oswill shook his head discouragingly.

      Once order was restored in the small room, Ryl forged straight into the tale of his encounter within the Erlyn Woods. Without exception, all sat on the edge of their seats listening intently to the unbelievable tale that Ryl relayed. He told of his meeting with the Caprien; the lone phrenic that remained tied to the forest. He described in detail that battle he waged in the body of the phrenic and the agonizing death at the hands of the Outland Horde.

      When his story concluded, it was Paasek who broke the silence.

      “That in part explains the innate fighting ability,” the phrenic councilor commented. “If what you say is true, and I’m inclined to believe it, you may hold the key inside your blood to knowledge that has been lost for centuries. I pray for your speedy recovery and will await your training as patiently as I can.”

      Ryl scanned the faces of the assembled councilors. All viewed him with a discomforting level of awe and reverence. Ryl stifled a yawn with the back of his hand. His eyes felt heavy, his body drained. He longed for a bed and a peaceful rest. The sickness had sapped him of far too much strength. The observant mender was next to reply.

      “If there is no more that needs to be discussed this evening, I’d think it’d be in this young man’s best interest to rest,” Mender Brasley intoned. “His road to recovery is still considerable. I fear we’re taxing him too much.”

      The councilors looked between themselves. None spoke up with any objection.

      “The Council agrees with you, Mender Brasley,” Councilwoman Irie replied in her official voice. “We have much to discuss and much planning to do before we can reveal the newest members of Vim. Will two days be sufficient?”

      “That is a question for Ryl,” the mender retorted carefully. “Though I feel it will be enough time. The ceremony should be quick, and I will strongly advise him to refrain from the revelries that are sure to follow. I understand that his presence will undoubtedly be required for some time though.”

      “What say you, Ryl?” Irie inquired. “Are you ready to formally take your place among the Phrenic of Vim?”

      Ryl paused for a moment of thought before responding. For the first time in over half his young life, he was free. He now had some place he could call home.

      “It would be my honor to take my place among the Phrenic of Vim,” he responded proudly.

      “Then it will be so,” Irie commanded. “And Andr, while we are all proficient in weapons to varying degrees, I fear that we lack true adversarial experience. We would do well to have the tutelage of a seasoned warrior, one who is more keenly aware of the intricacies of battle.”

      “My experience is at your disposal,” Andr acknowledged with a nod of his head.

      “Then it is settled,” Irie announced, punctuating the statement with a clap of her hands.

      The councilors rose in rapid order, and Ryl and Andr stood in turn. The informal greetings and conversations that followed were blissfully short as sleep tugged on him with renewed effort. Plans were to be made for their public introduction on the day after next. Until then, Ryl was to focus on his recovery.

      The walk back to the private apartment he’d called home was long. His energy faded with startling speed. Andr and Brasley had propped him up from either side as they shuffled along the avenue. Kaep, who’d continued to accompany them, bid them farewell, disappearing into the Hall of the Phrenic.

      After the grueling walk, Ryl was all too content to slip into the comfort of the bed, foregoing any conversation upon returning to the room.

      Sleep was immediate.
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      Ryl woke to the sounds of hushed conversation from the hall. He rose slowly, stretching out his arms and back before swinging his feet over the edge of the bed. Mender Brasley broke off from his conversation and poked his head in through the door.

      “Ah, Ryl, you’re awake,” Brasley said with a smile. “I didn’t know if you’d be joining us today. It’s already well into the afternoon.”

      Ryl suppressed an uncontrollable yawn. In the entirety of his life, he doubted he’d slept as long as he had the previous night. He mentally berated himself for having overexerted himself to such a degree. He swore to take better care not to over tax his recovering body.

      “You’re late for your remedy,” Mender Brasley chided. “Ticco, please go heat it up.”

      Ryl heard the hurried footsteps of the apprentice shuffle down the hall.

      “Where is Andr?” Ryl asked the mender.

      “Your friend had visitors this morning while you slumbered,” Brasley continued as he moved across Ryl’s room, throwing the curtains open with a startling burst of light. “Councilor Lenu came to introduce him to the captain of the Vigil. Seems she wastes no time putting an asset to use. We have thankfully never had to face a foe in open combat. She fears we grow lax.”

      Ryl’s eyes noted the large pile of books and paper on the small desk along the side of the room. Brasley followed his gaze.

      “Seems you had a visitor while you slumbered,” the mender chuckled. “It appears Councilor Oswill feels you’ve been lax in your studies as well.”

      Ryl shuffled across the room to where the pile rested on the small table. He lifted the first book, Forgotten History of Damaris Volume 1, The Founding of Vim, surprised by its size and weight. The dismay must have been evident across his face as the mender snorted a laugh.

      “I remember feeling the same as you, Ryl,” Brasley lamented. “Fear not, you’ll find it is more enjoyable than it appears.”

      Ryl doubted that would be true though he smiled at the mender’s attempt, nonetheless. Ticco entered the room, both hands dutifully fixed on the saucer, careful not to spill a drop of the vile-smelling remedy. The potent aroma followed in his wake, stifling the air in the small room. He placed the saucer on the table by the head of Ryl’s bed before hastening from the room. Ryl watched him choke back a wave of nausea as he fled.

      “How much longer must I endure this punishment?” Ryl asked sarcastically.

      “You jest, yet it’s undoubtedly the remedy that has hastened the speed of your recovery,” the mender stated. “With that being said, the rate of your rehabilitation has been astonishingly rapid. I think another dose tonight will suffice. You should find your strength will recover with haste once the entirety of the toxin has been purged.”

      “I’ll be happy to be done with it, though it’s nowhere near as vile as the treatments were,” Ryl admitted.

      He couldn’t help wrinkling his nose in disgust at even the mention of the putrid treatments. Without another word, Ryl lifted the delicate saucer, downing the remedy in one gulp. The pleasant warmth of the liquid sliding down his throat was far overpowered by the nauseating flavor.

      “Now that your treatment is done, let’s get you some fresh air and sunshine,” Mender Brasley declared. “I’ll bring the first of your reading. I’ve had a small table set up out front, you can relax there.”

      Ryl agreed with the mender. A relief from the stench of the interior would be a pleasant respite. Fearful of the added toll of using his skills, and forced to remain resting, his mind would be starving for activity. The reading would serve as a welcome distraction.

      After situating Ryl at the table that he’d set up outside of the small residence, Mender Brasley bid him farewell. The mender, with his apprentice in tow, hurried off to attend to his other duties around Vim.

      Ryl was left with a moment to consider the events of the last evening. He and Andr were being welcomed openly into the city of Vim. They had asked if he was ready to formally accept his citizenship.

      He would have a place to call home.

      He would be accepted for who he was, not defined by the unseen compound in his blood. He would be forever removed from the hatred and struggles of the kingdom that demanded his slavery.

      The news should have been uplifting, yet inside him there was a lingering regret. While he was now safe within the hidden city of Vim, in Damaris the tributes remained enslaved. Though he may call Vim his home at the moment, his place in the world was not secreted away behind the seclusion of her walls. Ryl had made a promise he would not soon abandon.

      The tributes would be free.

      The resolve stoked the fire that burned within his blood. He could feel the press of the power that still yearned to be unleashed. His determination was as steadfast as the walls that protected the city from the outside world.

      He would see them free.

      Heeding the mender’s words, and in need of distraction, Ryl plunged into the task at hand. The thick leather binding creaked as it opened. His skill as a reader was immediately put to the test, yet he forged forward, absorbing every ounce of knowledge.

      The Founding of Vim began in an area that Ryl knew all too well. The original twelve phrenics had been laboring together, members of the construction detail assigned to the building of the western palisade, when an opportunity had presented itself that could not be denied. A thin strip of land had been razed through the Erlyn: a wide trench was quickly dug, severing the roots that passed beneath the ground. Stone was hastily laid to stem the perpetual advance of the forest.

      A group of twelve phrenics set out from their small work camp of Westwall that morning. With the exception of one, all the phrenics were scholars; brilliantly gifted sculptors, artists and academic leaders. The remaining member of their group was a woman named Aily, an elementalist with a specialty working with stone.

      The original treatments forced upon the newly incarcerated phrenics were different from the doses provided in Ryl's time. In the early cycles, the effects were dramatically more potent and the results more catastrophic. Whereas the treatment today prevented the tributes from accessing their inherent power by overloading the ability of their system to fight the invading toxin, the treatments of old had the ability to virtually wipe the mind of all self-control. This frequently left the phrenics as nothing more than mindless shells, living only to do the bidding of their masters.

      As a result of the simple oversight of an inattentive mender, several doses of the treatment were missed. The potent, chemical block to the phrenic’s abilities was allowed to lapse in these individuals. The effects were disastrous. The fortuitous oversight allowed for a fully cognizant phrenic to be working with a group of her peers that fateful morning.

      A volatile mix.

      Within the burned-out rift in the Erlyn, the guards flanked the edges of the forest, preventing even the pacified phrenic from connecting with the woods. All had heard the tales of Taben and his army. The guards feared the repercussions should any escape into the shadows in the midst of the trees.

      Work had started that morning as had the previous day. The ill-fated guards who'd drawn the assignment on that stretch of the western palisade never stood a chance.

      The foundation of the palisade was well underway. Large stone slabs had been sunk deep into the earth, severing the living forest in two. These thick stones, in the hands of a fully capable phrenic elementalist became weapons of devastating power.

      When the dust had settled, two full companies of guards had perished beneath the stone. The twelve phrenic had laid waste to any who stood in their path. The peaceful intellectuals showed no remorse. Before the swarms of reinforcements arrived, just over one hundred phrenics had been freed, disappearing into the woods to the west without a trace.

      The exploits that day along with their history had been neatly removed from the known history of an entire kingdom. The legend of Taben and his warriors was allowed to persist as nothing more than exaggerated myth.

      The group forged westward; living off the bounty of the forest for three moons. Never straying from the confines of the trees, they were unmolested in their travels. Early one morning, the woods deposited them into a large clearing along the face of the cliff. There in the mountain’s wall, a small crevice split the rock. The path into the interior was jagged, full of twists and turns yet led the road-weary phrenics into the valley from which Vim was carved.

      Their history was fascinating. The founders, as they became known, had started with nothing, yet they began the groundwork for the wonders that surrounded him today. Ryl scanned the city of Vim that spread out before him with a new appreciation for the resiliency and planning of its phrenic originators.

      His eyes stopped as they completed their arc of the city. Standing motionless in the avenue only a few meters away stood Kaep, with three other phrenics a step behind. Ryl felt the embarrassment; his cheeks heated as they reddened. How long had they been standing there?

      Ryl closed the book abruptly, easing to his feet.

      “I'm sorry, I didn't notice you there,” he admitted.

      “I see Oswill wasted no time beginning your studies,” Kaep responded with a smile, nodding to the book Ryl had deposited on the table. “It's interesting reading. You'll find that the true wealth of knowledge already lurks within your veins.”

      Kaep was dressed in her phrenic cloak though her hood remained down, curled along the back of her neck. Her braided, brown hair spilled out around her neck, resting over her shoulder. The three others in her party had their hoods up, the dark shadows covering their faces.

      “I’ll save you some reading. We phrenics are tasked with scouting details while the Vigil maintains the troops stationed on her walls and interior. We leave on second watch now,” she explained. “We typically work in teams of four. Ryl, we were the ones who found you and Andr in the Outlands. You've been assigned to our scout detail once your recovery is complete.”

      Ryl had heard the telling of his rescue, of the feats of his phrenic saviors. He was relieved at the news he would at least be in familiar company once he was free of the mender’s care.

      “Thank you,” Ryl gasped. “It is to you who we owe our survival. I've looked forward to meeting the rest of you for some time.”

      The three hooded phrenics bowed their heads low in salute yet said not a word.

      “Your thanks are appreciated, yet unnecessary,” Kaep responded dryly. “Your rescue has been a task for which we have been training for longer than you can imagine.”

      Ryl regarded her with a confused look, cocking his head slightly to the side. Kaep flashed him a compassionate smile.

      “Read on, my friend,” she offered. “You’ll reach that part eventually.”

      Without another word, Kaep’s hands moved to her back, lifting the hood up over her head. A thick shadow immediately covered the top half of her face, and a smile pulled across her lips before she turned. The rest of her scouting party stalking after her, alighting the great stairs leading to Vim’s exit in bounds before disappearing into the tunnel.

      Ryl watched their exit with utter fascination. The phrenics exuded a confidence that was awe inspiring. They stood out like beacons among their fellow citizens of Vim, while simultaneously blending into their surroundings as if they were nothing more than shadows. Mere phantoms on the wind.

      He sank back down into his chair, admiring the city as he calculated the thoughts in his head. He longed for that confidence, that unassuming power he’d seen in the phrenics. With that power at his fingertips, could he free The Stocks? Could he free his friends?

      His recovery must come first. Eager to adhere to the mender’s orders, Ryl dove back into his education. If a lesson in history was a prerequisite to learning to harness his skills, then read he would.
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      The next two days passed in rapid order. Ryl’s time was consumed studying the intriguing history of the lost city’s past. He'd seen little of Andr over the time, as Councilor Lenu and the officers of the Vigil had monopolized the mercenary’s attention. Neither Kaep nor the other phrenics had made a second appearance.

      Ryl was ecstatic to have completed the mender’s regimen of the putrid tasting remedy. With every passing moment, he felt his body reveling in the newfound freedom from the poison that had choked its veins.

      Every sensation felt heightened. His eyes spied details he'd never acknowledged were there. There was a distinct clarity, a crispness to the world, that he’d never previously noted. In the handwritten pages of the books Oswill had deposited, he spied the virtually imperceptible bleed from the ink of the fine lettering on the parchment.

      Ryl could decipher the muted conversations of Mender Brasley and Ticco from within their room on the opposite side of the hall with startling clarity. He made out the unique gait of Andr as he returned to their apartment from his meeting with the Vigil—the mercenary walked with a faint limp, from a nameless injury in his past, his right foot striking the ground slightly harder than his left.

      The food delivered to his room was simple fare by most standards, yet the flavors exploded on his taste buds. The tastes combined with an overpowering newness; as if he was eating the food for the first time. He marveled at the complexity of even the simplest of dishes.

      Ryl’s fingers lingered as they dragged across the pages of the tome he'd been reading. The fibers of the parchment stood out in stark contrast to the slight indentations where the pen’s tip had traced and ink had soaked into the paper.

      His focus was interrupted as the phrenic mindsight triggered unbidden. He noted the telltale signatures of the phrenics as they moved throughout the city, careful to mark their locations and any further details before they again faded from vision. Strangely enough, the mindsight ended as it had begun, yet he no longer noted an appreciable loss in energy.

      His recovery had continued to astonish, yet he was loath to push the bounds of his newly restored health. He had painstakingly resisted the urge to attempt the application of any of his skills as a promise to the mender. With the purging of the final toxins from his body, he could feel his strength returning, yet he was still hesitant to push the limits. Curiosity nearly got the better of him. Would his other skills require less energy to complete as well?

      Ryl placed the large book down on the table he'd dragged across the room to the side of the low couch. He'd started off the day outside, as the warmth of the sun and the cleanliness of the mountain breeze was preferable to the stuffy indoors. With his heightened smell, there was no hiding the lingering tendrils of stench from the remedy, though Mender Brasley repeatedly insisted they were no longer there.

      Remaining inside was preferable to persisting on the avenue today. With the ceremony proclaiming their introduction to the ranks of Vim occurring just before sundown, the lost city had taken on a distinctly more excited feel as the day progressed. The avenues grew crowded and the attention infinitely more curious.

      Ryl rubbed his eyes, letting out a wide yawn. He’d expected his reading ability to have fallen off dramatically from disuse, yet was shocked by the speed at which he took to the new books. He felt as if his skill had grown substantially, though it should have atrophied from prolonged disuse and lacking tutelage.

      The city that stretched around him was a marvel. What they had accomplished in over a thousand cycles was astonishing. Not only had the original phrenics survived, they had thrived. For a time, the settlers had reproduced out of mutual necessity over love. From the brink of extinction they had forged their city to over sixteen thousand souls, stretching the limits of what their society could now hold.

      The sound of boots upon the Avenue outside gave away Andr's approach. The mercenary entered the room, plopping himself down eagerly onto the opposite side of the couch.

      “How'd the studies go today, Ryl?” Andr quizzed.

      “Well enough, I suppose,” Ryl answered with a sigh.

      “There's a hint of discomfort in your voice, my friend,” Andr responded intuitively. “What's bothering you?”

      “I've spent far too much time idle, recovering from this or that over the last cycle,” Ryl complained. “I didn't come here just to read from some dusty ancient tomes. There are more important things to do.”

      Andr let an empathetic smile spread across his face.

      “You've never spoken of your motivation for doing the things you do, nor have I asked,” Andr commented. “Yet, you need not say a word for me to understand where your heart lays. Know that mine rests in the same place.”

      Andr placed a comforting hand on Ryl’s shoulder, giving a gentle squeeze.

      “As much as we owe Vim a debt for saving our lives, I'd be a fool to believe that you'd be content to linger here indefinitely,” Andr admitted. “They’ve created a unique society here, one that is half militant, half an artistic wonder. I’ve only spent a short time in the company of their Vigil, yet have to admit that they are impressively skilled. If all are trained to fight even half as well as their guard, as they profess, then the whole of Vim would provide a more than worthy adversary for any fighting force I've known. And that is not to mention their phrenic warriors.”

      Andr rose from the couch, crossing the room, filling a cup of water from the pitcher on the table. He cautiously swirled the liquid putting his nose into the glass, sniffing it before bringing it to his lips. Ryl laughed to himself as he watched the mercenary. He found himself mimicking the action before drinking as well. The overlaying paranoia of encountering any residue from the horrid smelling remedy was still fresh in his mind.

      “The gifts you possess were not meant to linger unused, hidden away in secrecy,” Andr reassured. “Though I know not why, we were sent here for a purpose. I urge you to take advantage of the information you can gain. Do not rush into uncertainty unprepared. If there is a way back to The Stocks, I know you will find it.”

      Ryl couldn't help the smile that spread across his face at the reassuring comment from his friend. He was thankful for his company and his steadfast support. He would have perished if not for his unrelenting assistance in the Outlands.

      “Thank you, Andr,” Ryl offered.

      “And know that I will be by your side every step of the way, my friend,” Andr acknowledged.

      The afternoon passed in a blur. Ryl and Andr were treated to a second bath prior to their introduction ceremony that evening. The heated water again soothed Ryl to the core. His senses blossomed with heightened clarity as the warmth and the clean water scrubbed the last trace of the toxin from his body. Andr had rejoined Ryl in his room when the quiet knock on the door announced Brasley’s presence.

      “I’m here to collect you again,” the mender said with a grin. “This time, I assure you that the formalities will be brief. The celebrations, however, may prove lengthy. Please Ryl, take heed not to overdo yourself.”

      “For the first time in moons, I’m close to feeling myself again,” Ryl said honestly. “I’d like to remain this way if I can.”

      The explanation seemed to appease the mender though his eyes held a hint of doubt.  With a wave of his hand, he ushered Ryl and Andr from the door out of the residence into the avenue beyond. The sun was close to setting; the final sliver of the blazing orb was still visible over the jagged tops of the mountains. Lanterns had already been lit throughout the city. On every corner, the illumination from their soft yellow glow was beginning to spread as the sun’s light grew more faint. The avenue outside their apartment was devoid of any foot traffic, though Ryl could see and hear the crowd gathered around the colosseum in the distance.

      Instead of following their route from the previous trip to the Council Seat, the pair followed the mender north, passing both the primary school and university. From there they turned west onto the main avenue that split the city. The towering columns of the Great Hall could be seen in the distance. The gathering crowd swelled around its entrance, spreading out down the alley toward them. Those they encountered greeted them with warm smiles, graciously moving aside for their small party to pass.

      Ryl felt his nervousness grow as they crossed through the central square approaching the front lines of the mass. There were so many people. He felt the weight of every pair of eyes trained on him. The sensation was discomforting. He glanced at Andr; the stoic warrior seemed unfazed, his eyes casually scanning the crowd that closed in around them.

      The throng of bodies grew denser as they reached the edge of the colosseum. Here, they were joined by a small contingent of armed Vigil who opened an aisle to the rear of the raised dais that stretched out over the arena. A rectangular line of soldiers stood shoulder to shoulder, granting some reprieve for the councilors on the dais from the entirety of Vim without.

      His time here had been short and very secluded, yet he’d heard not even a grumble of discontent with the leaders whose duty it was to steer the city over the course of their short cycle in power. The guard’s presence was more for show and for comfort, alleviating a small degree of the press of the amassing crowd. Despite the air of civility that permeated the gathering, Ryl felt wholly out of place with the volume of people that surrounded him.

      The line of Vigil parted with their arrival, allowing for their small group to pass between their ranks. The trio paused as the wall of soldiers sealed the gap behind them. Ahead, the sight that greeted his eyes was overwhelming. The councilors stood in a line, maintaining the same order as they had during his first meeting. Beyond them, filling the colosseum to the brim and spilling outward throughout the avenues beyond was a veritable sea of humanity.

      His attention was drawn to the front of the podium on which he now stood. A line of phrenics surrounding the front edge of the raised dais, their heads and shoulders stretching up above the lip. All were wearing their telltale cloaks. All had their hoods raised over their heads.

      The apprehension that swelled through his body dwarfed the nervousness he’d experienced earlier. His legs, which had felt strong to this point during their short walk, now seemed startlingly weak. He struggled to stop them from shaking. Ryl wanted nothing more than for this formality to be over, to return to the solitude of his clinic bed. He feared he would have turned and retreated into the crowd had the line of soldiers not prevented his escape.

      An unexpected wave of calm washed over him. He quickly surveyed the phrenics in front of him, recognizing the fleeting view of Kaep’s shadowed face as she turned her head back to the crowd. Could they sense his discomfort?

      Councilor Irie interrupted his thoughts as she turned in their direction, acknowledging their arrival. She smiled as she inclined her head with a subtle greeting. The Councilwoman took a small step forward, holding her arms up above her head. On command, the crowd that surrounded the colosseum fell into silence.

      “Welcome ladies and gentlemen of Vim,” she announced, her voice carrying with ease over the massed citizens. The eager crowd remained silent as she continued.

      “It is to mark a momentous set of events that we have gathered this evening,” Irie continued. “As of now, all have heard tales of the arrival of strangers at our great walls. Strangers who braved the unknown of the Outlands and fought off the demons of the Horde. Tonight, we welcome them with open arms into our great society. The walls of Vim become stronger by two.”

      The last of her words were swallowed by a thunderous roar of applause as the mass of bodies surrounding them broke into cheer. Ryl felt the reverberations pass through his body. He noted the slight tremor from the earth below his feet. Irie surveyed the crowd, allowing the deafening roar to carry on for a few moments before again silencing it with a raised hand.

      Ryl looked nervously out of the corner of his eye at Andr, who remained at his right side. The guard stood tall, his posture rigid and straight, his hands clasped behind his back. As nonchalantly as possible, Ryl adopted a similar pose, yet felt as though he failed miserably in its application. Andr greeted him with the flash of a quick smile.

      “Fear not, my friend. This will all be over soon,” Andr said loud enough for Ryl to hear over the dissipating cheers of the crowd.

      Irie waited patiently as the volume of the applause died down to a whisper.

      “The first is a man whose military prowess is a complement to our security. His experience on the fields of battle has been proven, time and time again. His fearless tenacity witnessed in the face of the Horde. He has already found a place teaching among our Vigil. Please welcome, Andr.”

      Irie pivoted, motioning for the mercenary to step forward. Andr strode forward confidently, stopping along her side. The crowd erupted into another sea of applause. Councilwoman Irie allowed the cacophony to wear itself out, not raising a hand to cease the applauding of the citizens. Andr nodded his head briefly at the onset, then remained still throughout the duration, scanning the crowd with his eyes.

      The Councilwoman continued once the cheers had subsided, and Andr remained a statue by her side.

      “Long have we maintained a belief in the prophet and his words,” Irie said. “From the time of our founders, throughout the cycles, we have waited. We have waited for the coming of the one who will set into motion the events that will forever change our destiny. Forever change the destiny of Damaris.”

      Ryl’s heart sunk at the admission of the councilwoman. Though he acknowledged the power that flowed within his veins, he was terrified that she would promise them miracles. Miracles he was hopeless to create.

      “Although we may not yet be certain what those events may be, we are assured of one thing,” the Councilwoman paused for effect before continuing. “We know today that one has come.”

      “That the Catalyst has arrived.”
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      Councilwoman Irie turned her body sideways, ushering Ryl forward with a wave of her arm. He froze. His legs locked in position, screaming in protest as her arm reeled him toward her. With every ounce of courage and confidence he could muster, he stepped forward, stopping alongside the councilor. Tens of thousands of eyes focused on him; their weight oppressive.

      Silence stretched on for what felt like an eternity. Ryl studied the crowd that surrounded him. The expressions written on their faces were indistinct. Was it awe or disappointment that registered in their looks at the realization of who their catalyst would be? The fear was paralyzing. What could he do to live up to a millennium of expectations?

      The roar that followed dwarfed that of the previous—even the mountains themselves shook from the monumental peal. The cheers rapidly became more uncomfortable than the silence as they stretched on. Ryl did his best to smile, nodding his head while slowly scanning the crowd. Wave after wave of calm struck him, seemingly coming from all sides. His comforted smile grew, as he knew the phrenics felt his pain, lessening the burden being heaped upon his shoulders.

      Thankfully, Irie took a step forward, raising her hands for silence. The remarkably obedient crowd had lost its earlier restraint in light of the announcement. They refrained from acquiescing to her wishes for some time, cheering with joyous abandon. At long last, a manageable quiet was restored to the colosseum.

      “Tomorrow dawns a new day for Vim,” Irie’s voice shouted out over the crowd. “Tonight we will celebrate!”

      Irie paused a moment as the jubilant cheers again washed over her. She turned offering Ryl and Andr a relieved smile, bidding them to follow the already retreating councilors through the line of Vigil at their rear. Ryl was all too happy to accept her offer. He fell into line alongside Councilor Paasek, the phrenic, as they made their way under guard toward the towering doors of the Council Seat.

      “You did well, Ryl,” Paasek offered quietly as he leaned closer. “Don’t mind the words of Irie. She’s always had a flair for showmanship. Vim needs a little added boost of hope every now and again.”

      Ryl shrunk back slightly from the reaching hands that crept toward him from around the Vigil walking off to his side. There was no malice in their actions. Their touches were gentle, almost reverent as their fingers brushed the skin of his arm.

      “You will feel the call of the alexen in your blood from time to time. All phrenics do,” Paasek continued. “Remember this. Though when it happens it may feel otherwise, it is you, not the alexen, not the prophecy, that controls your actions. You must always be you. Stay true to that, and one day, you may just change the world.”

      Paasek ended his statement with a light pat on Ryl’s back. The gentle tap from the phrenic was shockingly strong. The councilor’s arm was solid, like stone. Ryl staggered as the force of the touch was exacerbated by the weakness that crept back into his legs.

      “Thank you, sir,” Ryl stuttered, taken back by the kind words of the phrenic beside him. “I fear I have far too much to learn.”

      “Ah, you may surprise yourself yet, my friend,” Paasek admitted. “Your blood already holds the answers to most questions. I can help you learn how to ask the right ones. We’ll have you awakened soon enough. Your skills may dwarf anything we can hope to attain.”

      The cheers from the surrounding crowd made further conversation difficult. Ryl smiled and waved, shaking hand after hand as they moved toward the Grand Hall. His mind was focused elsewhere, on the words of the councilor. His awakening. What did it mean?

      The great doors to the Council Seat closed behind them with a hollow thud. The uproarious cheers from outside, now muffled by the closed door, quieted to a manageable din of eager conversation and merriment. Ryl could hear the distant sound of music.

      “Those were quite the ovations, don’t you think?” Counselor Heild asked, his face barely able to contain its giddiness. “You certainly gave them something to cheer about, Irie.”

      “Aye, that you did,” Paasek intoned. “I hope it wasn’t too much.”

      “What’s done is done,” Irie admitted with a pained smile. “You know as well as I, that the prophecy was remarkably vague on what events the catalyst will harken.”

      She shared a brief glance with Paasek before continuing her statement.

      “I think it’s time our friends visit the prophet,” she said. “He’s yet to speak to us since his arrival, perhaps the catalyst will garner a response. Mender Brasley, how soon will he be well enough to travel?”

      “That is a question for him,” Mender Brasley responded honestly. “His course of remedy is complete, and I see no lingering signs of the poison in him. His strength and endurance may still lag, but he should be more than capable of making the march.”

      Irie nodded her head before turning to meet the eyes of the rest of the councilors. At last, her gaze fell on Ryl.

      “The walk is only a matter of a few miles; how soon will you be ready?” Councilwoman Irie asked.

      Ryl’s answer to the question would have been the same regardless the state of his health. He was ready. He'd leave now if need be, he’d force his way through the exhaustion.

      “With another night's rest I should be more than ready on the morrow,” Ryl announced. “I'm eager to meet the prophet myself.”

      “Then it's decided,” Irie said, clapping her hands together in front of her body. The slap echoed through the crowded entry chamber. “Councilwoman Lenu, can the Vigil be assembled tomorrow to escort them?”

      “Aye, I'll see it done,” Lenu responded with a nod of her head.

      Without another word, the representative for the Vigil wheeled about, disappearing into the crowded hall.

      “Councilor Paasek,” Irie continued. “Perhaps the vanguard of his future scout detail can attend. The familiarity will be a benefit in the long run, don't you think?”

      “I agree with that logic,” Paasek admitted. “I’ll inform the phrenic. Might I suggest an early start? It will still be a considerable distance for one who only a few days prior was confined to a bed. Traveling with caution will prove wiser than travel predicated by haste. I’d prefer if all were back within the safety of the walls before nightfall.”

      Paasek flashed Ryl a devilish smile.

      “The celebrations have already begun,” he continued with a grin. “Let him enjoy some of the evening though.”

      Councilwoman Irie let out an exaggerated sigh as she shook her head.

      “Yes, Ryl enjoy yourself this evening. After all, Vim is celebrating your arrival,” Irie said. “The Vigil will collect you in the morning.”

      With a pleasant smile, she made her way to where Councilors Heild and Oswill were standing, inserting herself immediately into their conversation.

      “Enjoy the night tonight. We’ll see you in the morning,” Paasek said with a smile before moving to join the ongoing conversation.

      Ryl felt a tap on his right shoulder. He spun around to find the grinning face of Andr behind him.

      “You handled yourself well back there, not that I’m at all surprised,” Andr acknowledged, beaming like a proud parent. “We are not through this yet. I’m told that they require our presence outside. It’d be rude of us not to show up for our own party.”

      “I know,” Ryl sighed. “The size of the crowd makes me uncomfortable. Even the Harvest couldn’t compare to that volume of people.”

      “I only said that they require our presence, not for how long though,” Andr spoke in a hushed tone as the pair worked their way toward the door. “Councilwoman Lenu and a few of the Vigil officers I’ve been working with are having a private celebration of sorts, though I believe that will be shortened considering tomorrow’s trek. Once we make ourselves seen throughout the avenue, we should be able to slip away easily enough.”

      “I’ll follow you,” Ryl agreed.

      The pair exited the Council Seat, painstakingly working their way into the throng of spectators waiting outside. The citizens still clogged the Westfate. Though they massed in the avenues surrounding the colosseum their numbers had dissipated. Even so, the volume was overwhelming. The central square appeared to host the multitude of the celebration. Ryl could hear the upbeat tune of guitar, percussion and voice carry over the noise of the crowd. He could see fleeting glimpses of dancing in the square.

      The contradiction to his previous life in The Stocks was undeniable. As tributes, they had rarely the cause for celebration. Their minor gatherings were a subdued affair for fear of alerting the guards. For fear of retribution. They mourned every addition to their meager flock. They grieved every loss.

      The lost city had survived its share of toils, forging through each with an unyielding resolve. From the brink of extinction to a thriving civilization, they had worked tirelessly to make their city the antithesis of the evil that had driven them from their ancestral homelands.

      Ryl looked around at the thousands reveling in the streets before him. They moved carefree, though they lived a sheltered existence. It was a life he craved, yet at his core, it was a life he knew he could never accept wholeheartedly. He could never let slip the ache in his soul as long as the tributes remained enslaved. As long as children were being torn from their families.

      Shaking off the morose thoughts, he followed along at Andr’s side, focusing on a genuine smile as they made their way into the crowd. After every step they were stopped by groups wishing to greet them, welcoming them with open arms to their city. In Ryl’s case, some were content to merely reach out and touch him. It was an unnerving feeling.

      This scene repeated time and time again as they worked their way to the central square. The distance couldn’t have been more than several hundred meters, yet the trip lasted hours. Ryl noted the unmistakable ebb of his strength that began to take hold as they approached the festivities of the square. The volume of the music was raucous as it competed with the din of the crowd. The mixture of sounds in the square was deafening.

      Andr guided their travel to the edge of the market square, stopping alongside a small row of varied shops. The mercenary put a foot onto the protruding square cornerstone at the base of the building, raising his head up above the crowd. Balancing himself with one arm on the building, he scanned the crowd; his head turning from one side to the other in a wide arc; until he located his mark. Andr stretched his other arm, waving his hand above his head for a moment before hopping down.

      “There,” Andr called out. “That’s Dav. He’s an officer of the Vigil, I’ve worked with him over the last few days. He’ll lead us somewhere less crowded.”

      Ryl trailed in his wake as readily as his weakening legs and the revelry of the crowd would allow. They skirted the border of the square to where Dav waited at the western corner of the Northfate.

      Andr clasped hands with the man as they arrived. The avenue north of the square was considerably less crowded than the one they had just exited. Ryl leaned against the wall for support.

      “You must be Ryl,” the guard said with a smile. “The name’s Dav. Andr’s told me a lot about you in our short time together. Seems they forgot to mention your name at the ceremony.”

      In the wash of Ryl’s apprehension, he’d failed to notice that omission. The awestruck faces of the citizens who were content to simply brush their hands against his arm were more understandable. Councilwoman Irie, whether intentionally or not, had done nothing to diminish the burden of the figurative weight that had been suddenly heaped upon his shoulders.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Ryl admitted with a genuine smile.

      Dav, as with the majority of the citizens of Vim, appeared to be remarkably fit. His tall, athletic build stood half a head taller than Ryl. He had a kind look to his face, and his hair was a mass of curly brown locks that spilled from the top of his head. Unlike the weathered, scarred face of Andr, his complexion was flawless. A product of hours of guarded practice with nary an opportunity for a real fight.

      “Ryl, you don’t look well,” Andr commented. A look of genuine concern flashed across his face.

      “My energy is fading faster than I had hoped, that is all,” Ryl said. He would have emphasized the statement by projecting a feeling of exhaustion, yet he was too afraid of the consequences in his current state.

      “I’ll help you back to the room,” Andr stated, turning to Dav, intent on offering an apology.

      “I’m not crippled, just tired, my friend. Besides you've carried me far enough,” Ryl said sarcastically, interrupting Andr as he opened his mouth to speak. “If I’m not mistaken, this alley should lead to the avenue that runs by the schools. I can follow that back.”

      “Aye, that’s correct, Ryl,” Dav chimed in. “The path will be much less crowded than either of the main avenues.”

      “Then I will respectfully pass on continuing the celebration tonight,” Ryl said to Dav, with a slight bow of his head.

      “You are always welcome at our table, Ryl,” Dav offered. “You are one of us now.”

      Ryl smiled in response. The blind acceptance of a stranger was exhilarating. He’d been welcomed into their society, yet a part of him struggled with the drastic change. Had the blind hatred merely been replaced by reverent awe? His mirth was diminished due to the weight of the prophecy; he longed for an opportunity to prove his value and his worth. His hand subconsciously traveled to the numbered brand upon his neck under his right ear. His skin burned as his fingers traveled over the raised scars.

      His actions were his own. Never again would he be seen as just a number; aged like wine before being served to a hungry, glutinous sponsor. Yet, inside, there remained a lingering doubt. So inured had he been to the hatred, the toxic words, that he waited in discomfort for unbridled animosity and scorn to rear their ugly heads once more.

      “Thank you, Dav,” Ryl said graciously, offering a small bow.

      “Anytime, my friend,” the officer said before turning to Andr. “Now, come. We have celebrating to do. Let’s not keep the rest of ‘em waiting.”

      Dav turned, gesturing for Andr to follow with a wave of his arm.

      “Get some rest, Ryl,” Andr said, walking backward, following the retreating guard. “I’ll not be long. We have a busy day ahead of us tomorrow.”

      Ryl nodded again, leaning against the building as he paused to watch his friend hurry after Dav. The pair crossed to the western edge of the avenue, disappearing into the next alleyway on the far side.

      He pushed himself off the wall, walking northward up the Northfate. At the first intersection, he turned to the right, dipping off the main avenue into a short alley that ran between the rear of the buildings of the central square and a large four-story residence house. The darkness of the early evening was upon them. The alley was lit by the warm glow of several evenly spaced lanterns on the building’s side.

      As with the other buildings in the city, the facades were marvelously sculpted, featuring lifelike works of art in stone and wood. The traffic in the alley was light, and the citizens he passed greeted him warmly before carrying on their ways. There were no spiteful words, or even the cold looks of indifference he’d grown used to within the confines of The Stocks.

      Ryl focused on maintaining an even stride as his strength faded with every passing step. He urged his body on faster as the exhaustion sunk its claws deeper into his body. The sudden onset was alarming. Earlier in the evening, his body had felt better than it had in moons, yet his strength and endurance now failed at a startling rate, even without any strenuous activity.

      He crossed another of the smaller avenues running north and south through the city. Ryl paused to catch his breath as he reached the other side. The intersection bordered the University on its eastern side; a row of sculpted stone benches lined its exterior of its grounds, their backs to the Avenue. Between the benches and University rested a small, immaculately maintained garden of flowers and short decorative trees.

      Ryl collapsed onto the first stone bench to rest his legs. He took a large breath, marveling at the allaying fragrance of the flowers. Almost simultaneously, he was struck with another wave of sensations.

      Calm and understanding.

      He rotated his head, searching for the origin of the feelings. To his right, heading north up the illuminated avenue in his direction was a phrenic. The tattoos were immediately recognizable.

      Kaep.

      Her hood was down, her hair and cloak billowed out behind her as she moved silently toward him.

      “Hello, Kaep,” Ryl called out as the phrenic approached. “How did you find me?”

      She sat comfortably on the opposite side of the bench, laying her arm across its decorative back.

      “You'll soon learn there's no need to ask questions for which you already know the answer,” Kaep said. “For those who know how to look, you are an easy one to locate.”

      “The mindsight?” he quizzed.

      “Aye, that’s right,” Kaep responded. “Your signature shines far brighter than the others. What are you doing here? Tonight's celebration is in your honor.”

      Ryl looked away, absently surveying the flowers in the low light from the lanterns of the avenue.

      “I fear that my strength has yet to return to where it needs to be,” Ryl sighed. “The poison demanded a far greater toll. Though Mender Brasley praises the speed of my recovery, I’m at the whim of my body’s unpredictable lack of endurance.”

      Ryl looked down at his legs, willing the strength to return. He was mildly uncomfortable with the added attention.

      “In truth, I needed to sit here, I don’t think I could have made it back to the room had I not stopped for a break,” he lamented.

      Kaep looked at him with sympathetic eyes. A cheerful smile spread out across her face.

      “Then I’ll walk with you. Let me be your crutch if you need one,” she rose to her feet offering Ryl her arm for assistance.

      Her appearance was an unexpected boon. Ryl was grateful for her help rising to his feet as well as for her company. Kaep stood to his right, offering him her left arm, covered with the fabric of her cloak. The electric sensation that resulted from their contact was muted, yet he clearly noted its presence. Had he not been actively searching for the sensation, he was sure his mind would have written it off. He was hesitant to broach the subject, though his mind pondered the reasoning.

      Kaep matched his awkwardly slow stride as they moved southward down the narrow avenue. The roads of Vim all appeared to run in straight lines that intersected at perfect right angles. All the roads were uniformly paved with tight fitting cobblestones and lit by the steady glow of lanterns that dangled above, just out of arm's reach. The tall wooden light poles were evenly spaced along the lanes.

      There were few people traveling the alley as they made their way toward the Westfate. The ones they passed wore smiles and conferred boisterous greetings, most likely hastening toward the joyous noise from the square. Small pockets of celebrations had spilled out along the main avenue. They kept their heads down as they quietly weaved their way through the groups. Ryl wanted to avoid raising any extra attention.

      Escaping the bustle of the main avenue, the alley ahead of them was clear save for a single group that lounged along the side of the academic building to the left. Their mood was strangely subdued when compared to the revelers in the avenues and square behind them.

      Ryl felt a tingle of apprehension rise in his body as they moved closer to the gathering. The group had positioned themselves facing the avenue, their backs to the school behind them. Their apathetic yet annoyed stares reminded Ryl of the looks he'd grown accustomed to seeing from the guards in The Stocks. The similarities sent a chill down his spine.

      “Ah, so the prodigal son finally arrives,” the man in the center of the group called out as Ryl and Kaep passed.

      “This boy looks barely old enough to be removed from his mother's teat,” he sneered to the snickers from his peers.

      Kaep froze in place before pivoting to face the speaker. Gone from her face was the casual hint of a smile; her lips pinched together into tight, thin lines. The anger that burned in her removed any trace of the cheerful young woman he’d been walking with. In its place was the searing stare of a relentless warrior.

      The look was awe inspiring in its sheer ferocity.

      Several of the men and women in the group shrunk back involuntarily at her nonverbal challenge.

      “Mind your tongue,” Kaep hissed. A wave of pure scorn seeped from her body, breaking over Ryl and the small group. Several others shrunk back before she regained control over her emotions.

      “Need I remind you the history The Stocks has taught us,” she cursed.

      The man in the center seemed unfazed by the phrenic’s sudden wave of emotion. He stepped forward, distancing himself from the group behind him. Another wave of chills rushed through Ryl. The unfettered air of superiority that the man exuded from his every pore reminded him of Master Delsith.

      The man appeared to be in his early to mid-twenties and was of average height. His athletic build and his aggressive posture spoke to his unending confidence in his fighting prowess. His wavy, dark hair was slicked back, his face framed by a neatly trimmed beard. His eyes, colorless in the dim light of the street held the same familiar scorn.

      “That's right. How could I forget?” he spat sarcastically, spreading his arms out wide in mock concession. “Damaris’ unwanted orphans. Raised by the herd then, eh?”

      Now it was Ryl’s turn to bristle with anger. He could feel the inferno brewing in his body as the heat of the fire surged through his veins. At the same time the hurt from old wounds he’d thought long since suppressed ached anew. Kaep stepped in front of him, breaking his focus … and the blood in his veins cooled.

      “Let us carry on, they're not worth wasting the energy,” Kaep said as she turned her back to the group, casually pulling Ryl with her. The caustic remarks and jeers followed them as they continued down the alley.

      He'd grown a thick skin throughout the cycles, and venomous words typically flowed off him like water. The words tonight, however, burned with an uncommon sting. In his heart he had hoped that Vim would be entirely different, that within her walls he'd be free from the irrational animosity and misguided hatred he'd come to recognize as commonplace. The realization of his own naivete was sobering. The hatred of something different, something unexplainable and misunderstood, was universal.

      “Mind him not, Ryl,” Kaep said, flashing him a forced smile. “There are some that will say or do anything purely to spark your response. I saw that look in your eyes. I felt the fire.”

      “Who is he?” Ryl asked, changing the subject.

      “His name is Nielix,” Kaep sighed. “He is the vocal figurehead for the growing group among us that wish to see our return to the world. He believes the prophecy is nothing more than a farce to keep us in isolation.”

      Kaep cast a glance back over her shoulder. Though a few insults were lobbed in their direction, the party remained where they stood. Her statement was heartfelt, yet Ryl detected a hint of apprehension in her voice, as if there was more to the story than she was admitting.

      “In his mind, it is with sword and brute strength that we should make ourselves known to Damaris,” she continued. “His skills with a blade are among the finest the Vigil has ever seen.”

      In leaving The Stocks, he thought he'd finally left behind the unwarranted hatred. The reality struck a reeling blow to his new-found freedom. His situation had been altered dramatically, given a breathtakingly beautiful facelift, yet in the end, the attitudes were startlingly similar.

      The pair walked onward in contemplative silence. Even at his sluggish pace, they covered the remaining distance rapidly.

      “They don’t know the true extent of what the phrenic are capable of, do they?” Ryl questioned. Kaep stopped abruptly. He turned his head, their eyes met. Her face was flushed with a pained smile.

      “No, Ryl. They do not,” Kaep confessed. “They have legends from the phrenics of old. All are aware that a wealth of knowledge was lost as a result of the Barren. During those dark cycles, it was decided that the survival of the city could never again be reliant on the enhanced abilities of the phrenics. The martial training that every citizen maintains had always been a facet of life, yet it became a priority at that point. As you will soon learn, our training carries on in secret. We are forbidden from discussing the true nature of our skills.”

      “Do you not fear retribution if your deceit is discovered?” Ryl asked cautiously.

      “Yes, that is a legitimate concern,” Kaep said with a sigh. “The phrenics of old served the people as we do today. Though our duties keep us removed from the city frequently, in Vim we are farmers, we are artists, we are intellectuals.”

      “What are you?” Ryl inquired.

      “A tale for another day, I suppose,” Kaep said as she slowly backed away.

      “Goodnight, Ryl.”
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      Ryl had fallen asleep quickly. His exhausted body demanded succor. It was through sheer, stubborn will that he hadn’t asked Kaep for help walking during the final stretch to his residence. Andr’s arrival in the middle of the night had gone unnoticed, yet the mercenary was already up when Ryl woke. The sun had yet to crest over the mountains though the sky was beginning to show signs of its arrival.

      “Good morning, Ryl,” Andr greeted him with a smile.

      Ryl stretched with a yawn rising gingerly from his bed.

      “Morning. I know the Council asked for an early start, but this is earlier than I expected,” Ryl noted.

      “No. The Council may be strict, yet from all I can tell, they aren’t cruel,” Andr joked as he finished strapping his sword to his belt. “I have an early training session with the Vigil before we set out this morning. Once you’re ready, I was to inform you to head to the Hall of the Phrenic. They’ll be expecting you.”

      Andr hurried from the room, leaving Ryl to dress and prepare in peace. The mercenary had left a small plate of food alongside the cup of water on the table by his bed. Ryl sat as he ate the small meal of dried sausages and bread, marveling at how sensory the process had become. The tastes, the textures, the smells of the simple fare were all heightened to a state far past what used to be their norm.

      His legs felt strong after the debilitating weakness he’d encountered the previous night. In his mind lingered the fear that his strength would fail him today. Merely the act of walking should not have been a cause for consternation. With how aggressively the exhaustion had crept up on him the night before, Ryl was cautiously optimistic he’d make it through the day.

      Remaining idle in his room, biding the time until their party was ready to depart was not a welcomed proposition. His curiosity at meeting the one Vim referred to as the prophet was too great a desire. The call for answers too luring a temptation.

      He crossed the room to where his new pack sat undisturbed on the floor alongside the couch.

      Now that his presence had been announced to Vim, all knew of the power lurking within his blood. Ryl lifted the pack, placing it on the end of the couch. The bag was a considerable upgrade from that which he’d carried with him into the Outlands. His last pack, a low-quality remnant of The Stocks, had been cut into strips, used to create the sled that aided Andr in dragging his unconscious body.

      He opened the pack, carefully retrieving his ancient phrenic cloak. The contact of the soft fabric with his skin was energizing, erasing the hint of doubt that his strength would remain. He pulled the high collar up, covering much of the brands on his neck, yet he left the hood down.

      The final contents of his bag were the Leaves, still slumbering in their hastily modified holsters. With almost reverent care, Ryl strapped the holsters onto each arm. As with the cloak, the feel of the wood against his skin was invigorating. He resisted the overwhelming call to bring the shimmering green blades to life. The combination of the Leaves and the cloak felt natural, as if they were extensions of his body. The replete sensation was a startling contrast to what he'd experienced moments earlier. He felt naked when they were absent.

      Shrugging off the disparate awareness, Ryl left his small room, heading along the avenue toward the Hall of the Phrenic. The street was eerily quiet at the early hour, though he passed several people heading purposefully to their destinations. The closer he moved toward the square, the more evidence remained as a reminder of the previous night's festivities. Looking up the Northfate through the central square, he could see a small group of people diligently sweeping refuse into a pile alongside a large wooden cart.

      The avenues around the colosseum looked to have been freshly swept as he approached the Hall. Ryl hadn’t made his way past the hulking structure when the first tendrils of a familiar feeling tickled his senses. The welcome sensation he'd grown to understand as a sign of the alexen blossomed as he neared. He could sense the phrenics as if they were standing next to him. Ryl needed no mindsight to know that they were close.

      The exterior of the Hall of the Phrenic was impressive, like the rest of the structures that comprised Vim. The large fluted pillars were carved directly from the mountain’s side. Stretching up some ten meters, they supported the ornately carved awning that spanned the distance between them and stretched out several meters over the avenue. Tall, narrow slits in the flattened stone face between the pillars served as windows into the hall, though the curtains hung on the interior blocked the view inside.

      As if his arrival was foretold, the massive single door to the hall swung silently inward. The warm light from the glow of several lanterns spilled out onto the pre-dawn street. Councilor Paasek emerged from the interior, greeting Ryl at the entrance.

      “Welcome to the Hall of the Phrenic, Ryl. You’re earlier than I expected,” Paasek noted. Ryl opened his mouth to apologize for the intrusion, but Paasek interrupted him before the words could escape.

      “No matter,” boomed the phrenic. “Well, the scout detail’s awaiting your arrival. Come, come.”

      Paasek put his tattooed arm around Ryl’s shoulders, gently ushering him into the hall. Ryl was again astounded by the feel of the man’s arm on his shoulders. Both the weight and texture of his skin matched the rock-like appearance of the markings.

      The phrenic leaned in close, speaking quietly as they made their way to the open door.

      “The cloak fits like it was made for you,” Paasek admitted. “It’s an appropriate look. You'll wear it well.”

      Warm air, laced with the hint of smoke, spilled out from the interior of the hall, blanketing Ryl in a comforting aura. The morning air was cool, and the heat escaping from inside seeped into him, soothing his body to the core. They entered into a large rectangular room which was surprisingly the least adorned room he’d set foot in within the city limits.

      Like the other surfaces around the city, the walls were smoothed, yet here, their faces showed the cracks and weathering of the ages. At the far end of the hall a fire burned away in a large fireplace carved into the stone wall. A door stood to either side of the fireplace; the right was closed, the left opened onto a poorly lit hallway. Two sets of doors flanked either side of the hall though all were shut. A large, rectangular table dominated the center of the room, with twenty identically carved wooden chairs lining its perimeter. The four closest to the fire on the right side were occupied.

      Paasek closed the door behind them. The clicking of the lock as it closed echoed through the nearly empty hall. The four seated at the end of the table rose as Paasek and Ryl made their way across the room.

      “Ryl, allow me to introduce you to the scout detail that you will accompany once you’ve completed your recovery and learn to maintain a better grasp on your skills,” Paasek dictated. “You know Kaep, she is the vanguard for the detail. To her side is Deyalou, Ramm, and Vox. You will come to know them all like family in time.”

      All four greeted Ryl with pleasant smiles, nodding their heads politely as Paasek announced their names.

      It was the first time Ryl had seen the faces of any in the scout detail that had come to their aid in the Outlands. He hesitated to guess at their ages owing to the effects of the alexen on their appearances. Deyalou and Ramm appeared to be older than Kaep, though only slightly, while Vox appeared the senior member of the detail.

      To Kaep's side, Deyalou eased himself into his seat, reclining in his chair, crossing his arms comfortably across his chest. He was tall and thin, though athletically built. His hair was a disheveled looking mass of short, dark brown patches. Some stood on end, while others poked out to the side or remained flat across his forehead. His chin was covered with a thin coating of dark stubble. Ryl could read the genuine warmth of his smile through the natural seriousness of his expression.

      Next in line was Ramm. The phrenic easily dwarfed the others in stature and was without a doubt the largest man Ryl had ever met. His mind flashed back to his friend, Zed, the gentle giant of The Stocks. Even he would have appeared small in comparison to the phrenic. Ramm’s frame was massive, though he was not at all obese. His dirty blond hair was curly and stopped just off his shoulders, though he wore a plait on either side keeping the stray hairs from his squared off face. The thick beard that covered much of his face did little to disguise his smile.

      The last of his detail was Vox, the elementalist. Unlike the others, his hair and face were clean shaven. His eyebrows were thin and light brown, only a few shades from matching the color of his skin. He was roughly the same height as Ryl and, as expected, he appeared physically fit. His face was kind, though wizened by age and experience. The light grey of his eyes, however, was haunting.

      “Now enough with the formalities. Sit, sit,” Paasek commanded, interrupting Ryl’s hasty survey of his new companions. The four had returned to their original seats while Paasek ushered Ryl around to the opposite side, pulling out a chair for him as he continued on to the seat at the head of the table.

      “Let’s get to it then. Our primary duties take us outside the walls of Vim. We work in three separate scout details of four phrenics that patrol the forests outside of Vim,” Paasek continued as he sank into his chair.

      “Pardon the interruption, aren't there sixteen phrenics in Vim?” Ryl asked as politely as possible.

      Councilor Paasek smiled as he shifted his body forward, leaning his elbows on the table.

      “Aye, that there are, Ryl,” the councilor said. “The phrenic of old spoke of the specialties suited for war as a sporadic occurrence. The numbers they massed at the Battle of the Erlyn Woods were small compared to their total population. That trend continued here in our great city. That is until the Barren.”

      Paasek leaned back in his chair, folding his arms across his chest as he continued. The phrenics seated across the table listened attentively, as if the telling was the first they’d heard.

      “For reasons that remain a mystery to us, the Barren seems to have flipped the tables,” he continued. “All but three of our number today are proficient in skills suited to the ways of war. They remain here as permanent fixtures in the city, though they. like the rest of Vim, have trained to take up arms should the need arise. As the Councilor for the phrenics, it is also my place to remain here in the city.”

      He leaned forward, placing his elbows on the table, interlocking his fingers, meeting eyes with Ryl.

      “Today, you will travel beyond the safety of the walls back into the forest. It’s an area near where the original founders entered our great city,” Paasek continued. “Kaep and I will accompany you as well as a squad from the Vigil. The trek will be several miles each way, do you think your body can handle it?”

      “Aye, I do,” Ryl replied confidently.

      “Know that there is no harm in asking for assistance should you need it at any point,” Paasek said with a smile. “None here have a true grasp of the tortures you were subjected to within The Stocks, or the ravaging of the poison you were forced to endure. We are brethren. Let us shoulder your burden if you need it.”

      Ryl was at a loss for words. It took a moment for the gravity of the statement to sink in. He felt as if a portion of the void that dwelled in him since his imprisonment had been filled within a matter of a few, simple words. His family had grown stronger. He hoped they would one day hold power strong enough for a reunion the likes of which the kingdom had never seen.

      “Thank you,” was all Ryl could muster.

      “Think nothing of it,” Paasek said. “We phrenics are all bound to each other. We willingly support each other, even if that means sacrificing our own lives, though we pray that need never arises. In all likelihood, we are the last sixteen, no, seventeen, of us left.”

      Paasek’s sentiment was heartfelt. The phrenic councilor meant the words he spoke. The scout detail that had come to his rescue had knowingly risked their lives to save him. They’d prevailed against overwhelming odds, stealing victory from the Outland Horde. The thoughts of sacrifice, however, brought with them the grim images of Eroh and Kailid. Ryl’s mind relived the scene as the ravenous claws of the Horde tore their bodies to shreds. The pain in his heart was still fresh. The agony of their deaths tore at him like they had happened only moments earlier.

      “Who or what is the prophet?” Ryl asked, happy to change the subject.

      “We know not who he is, he’s never revealed to us his face,” Paasek admitted. “That he is phrenic, we are assured. All phrenics can see him clearly with the mindsight, his glow radiates with a brilliance that dwarfs the rest of us. Much like you, he glows like the sun. His tattoos, while as plain as the day to see, are in a constant state of motion. They swirl and shift of their own accord, subtle enough that their motion could be overlooked, yet with an intensity great enough that the eyes cannot focus on their precise details.”

      “What messages does he bring?” Ryl asked.

      “His message had been consistent from his first contact with the founders,” Paasek explained. “He carried with him what he called the catalyst prophecy, the dying words of a phrenic seer by the name of Lupl.”

      
        
        The phrenic will balance on a blade's edge, clinging desperately to their ideals, teetering on the verge of oblivion. On this precipice, one will come with active blood. This one will be the Catalyst. The wind behind our sails to push us through the storm to calmer waters. The light needed to guide us home through the darkness. Only the blood of the catalyst will set us free.

        

      

      Ryl’s eyes opened wide as Paasek spoke the words that Ryl recalled so clearly. The phrenics seated around the table looked questioningly as Ryl’s reaction could not be disguised.

      “You’ve heard this before, haven’t you?” Kaep asked curiously.

      “Yes, I have,” Ryl gasped. “In the Erlyn, when I met with the phrenic named Da’agryn. His sudden disappearance has troubled me. He said he was more a part of the Erlyn now than anything. That he’s been known by many names throughout the ages, yet in all other places, he was nothing more than a voice and conveyed emotions.” Ryl’s voice trailed off as his mind worked to decipher any information he’d overlooked from his brief visit with the mysterious ancient phrenic.

      “You think then, that these could be the same?” Paasek inquired.

      “Aye. The more I hear of this prophet, the more convinced I am that they are,” Ryl professed.

      An uncontrolled grin spread across Paasek’s face.

      “Yes, well we shall see soon enough,” he continued.

      Paasek shifted back in his chair, crossing his legs as he folded his arms across his broad chest.

      “Those are the Leaves that you retrieved in the Erlyn, are they not?” he asked.

      “They are,” Ryl confirmed. He subconsciously retracted his arms from the table, protectively covering the mythical weapons.

      “Ha. Fear not my friend,” Paasek chuckled. “None here covet those blades. None here could use them if they tried. The holsters, while cleverly designed, could use some modifications. I would suggest removing the one from your right arm entirely, it will only stand to interfere with the application of your other skills.”

      Paasek rose from his chair at the head of the table circling behind the phrenics seated opposite Ryl. He stopped behind Deyalou, placing his hands on the top of the man’s chair.

      “As you know, we phrenics are skilled at far more than just war,” the councilor reiterated. “Our skills vary, yet in front of you sits an expert leatherworker. I will not ask you to part with both of the Leaves, yet if you could leave one with its holster, a design can be modified to better secure them.”

      After a moment's hesitation, Ryl unstrapped the bracer from his right arm, sliding it across the large wooden table. Deyalou stood, collecting the weapon with reverent care.

      Deyalou delicately removed the weapon from its holster, turning it over in his hands. His eyes catalogued every grain in the wood with intent, studying every minute detail. His fingers rubbed gently over the worn patch at its middle. The phrenic's eyes were wide with wonder. The others seated next to him leaned over in silent appreciation as they too gaped at the innocuous weapon.

      “I have some ideas that should make these blades more accessible and stow them more securely,” Deyalou admonished. “This construction is crude, but your idea is admirable given what you had to work with. If you don’t mind, I’d like to get started on this now.”

      Paasek grunted in agreement while Deyalou started for the door.

      “Don’t worry, Ryl,” he said over his shoulder. “I’ll take good care of them. I’ll put this ahead of my other work. I intend to have a sample ready for you when you return this evening.”

      “Thank you,” Ryl said graciously.

      Deyalou hastened from the hall, letting the door close quietly behind him. Ryl watched him go with a sense of trepidation. A nervous fear settled over his body as if he was being separated from his kin for an undetermined length of time. Paasek broke the silence.

      “Ramm, Vox, you will continue with your duties within Vim,” Paasek explained. “Ryl, your friend is putting a company of the Vigil through their paces before we leave. It wouldn’t hurt for you to study what you can. You'll learn that even seeing instruction with the naked eye can imbue some understanding of the skill."

      Paasek tapped his index finger on the side of his head.

      "The knowledge is there," he said. "It is a matter of activating it. We will leave from the training grounds once their instruction is complete.”

      Ryl took Kaep’s hint, rising from his chair, following her toward the doorway. She paused momentarily at the door, collecting her long bow and quiver that rested on the long, narrow table that ran along the wall. Ryl saw no sign of her knives, though he was sure they were secreted away on her person.

      “I have some tasks to attend to before we depart,” Paasek announced as they neared the outer door. “I’ll join you shortly.”

      Ryl and Kaep moved from the Hall of the Phrenic turning northward, passing the colosseum on their right and the Council Seat on their left. On the northern edge of the Westfate, a long, two story building commanded the entirety of the block between the two smaller parallel avenues. Kaep volunteered a brief explanation of their surroundings as they walked. Ryl was struck by an overwhelming feeling of unfamiliarity; there was so much to the great city he had yet to experience.

      The sprawling building ahead was the central military hall for the Vigil. Within its complex there were barracks housing the majority of those on duty. Military classrooms and a large clinic comprised the remaining sections of its interior.

      From behind the building, the unmistakable sounds of steel striking steel mingled with the shouts and grunts of the training Vigil. Running the length of the building at its rear was a large open field dedicated to training. Patches of flattened grass dotted the enclosure, though most of the area was worn down from heavy use to a hard-packed earth.

      A squat stone wall separated the outdoor training grounds from the outer avenue that traveled the circumference of the city. There was a large gathering of Vigil sparring in pairs as their instructors moved between their ranks, making corrections to form where needed. Ryl and Kaep stopped alongside the wall. He immediately recognized Andr among the instructors giving the early morning lesson.

      Andr inclined his head in recognition as his eyes made contact with Ryl’s. The mercenary turned instructor continued his circuit through the pairings of the Vigil.

      “Looks like the children are here to see what real sword fighters can do,” the scoff came from a group along the edge of the training grounds, several meters from where they had stopped.

      The snide remarks garnered chuckles from several of the surrounding groups.

      All laughter ceased as Andr's voice boomed over the grounds.

      “On me. Now,” he commanded.

      The sparring ceased. The Vigil scrambled into a roughly packed order.

      Andr paced in front of the group, eyeing them with an irritated scowl.

      “Your technical skills are sound. They would be the pride and joy among nearly any house or guard I’ve encountered,” Andr admitted. A few boisterous cheers erupted from the Vigil, though most viewed him suspiciously, awaiting his next words.

      “What you lack is true experience,” Andr grumbled. “You’ve yet to see bloodshed. Yet to be tested under true battle conditions.”

      The cheers were replaced by groans as the Vigil protested the perceived slight.

      “Who here is considered the best swordsman?” Andr asked.

      The name, Nielix, resounded from several among the Vigil. Ryl could see the confidence swell in the man as he puffed his chest up at the recognition.

      “Ah, Nielix, it is then,” Andr said calmly. “Care to give the children a show they won't soon forget?”

      Nielix responded with a guttural growl as he confidently strode forward. He whipped his dulled training sword from its scabbard swinging it around in a fluid, well-rehearsed flourish. He stopped halfway between Andr and the assembled Vigil, waiting impatiently for the mercenary to continue.

      Andr approached slowly, pausing a few meters before the eagerly waiting Vigil.

      “Watch now, for this will undoubtedly be a lesson for all,” Andr announced to the gathered soldiers. “Nielix, I want you to attack me. Hold nothing back. Fight as if your life depends on it.”

      Andr purposefully slid his sword from its scabbard before tossing it to his off hand. He let the tip of the blade sink toward the ground. Nielix seized the opportunity to strike—stepping forward, swinging his sword in a dramatic loop as he began his attack.

      Andr darted ahead before the blow could strike home, and his dominant right hand, now empty, pounded into the side of Nielix's face. The overconfident fighter stumbled a few paces to the side before collapsing to the ground, skidding to stop on the hard-packed earth. There was a stunned gasp from the assembled soldiers.

      “You worthless scum,” Nielix spat. He was on his feet in an instant. The incensed Vigil dabbed his left hand at his face, retrieving a small smear of blood.

      The sight of the crimson on his hand ignited a burning anger that drove him into a frenzy.

      “I was right about you,” Nielix cursed. “You fight like a dog. You are nothing more than a faithless mercenary selling your loyalty for gold.”

      “Aye, I am a mercenary,” Andr responded calmly, though his words carried a resounding force. “Though you would do well not to challenge my sense of loyalty.”

      Andr passed his training sword back to his dominant right hand, flexing the grip as he took ahold of the blade.

      “There’s nothing fair in a sword fight,” he continued. “This isn’t a competition. A sword fight is life or death. You may be the most technically skilled fighter, but if all it takes is a simple ruse to trip you up, you’re no better than a child. Isn’t that right, Dav?”

      Andr leaned to the side, looking past Nielix, inclining his head slightly as he posed the question. Nielix pivoted his head looking for the object of Andr’s question.

      The space behind him was empty. Recognition dawned across the man’s face as he realized the folly of his action.

      Too late.

      As soon as his head turned, Andr surged forward for the second time. The open palm of his left hand connected with the right side of Nielix’s face with a deafening slap that resounded through the training area. The soldier spun round off-balance.

      “Hm, killed by a simple ruse,” Andr confirmed. “Again.”

      As Nielix regained his footing, his already seething anger boiled over. The enraged guard screamed as he charged, launching into an overhand chop that would have spelled death, even with the dulled blade. Andr casually sidestepped the attack, slapping the flat side of his sword into Nielix’s shin. The Vigil stumbled forward awkwardly, losing his grip on his blade as it planted itself in the ground. He slid to a stop a few meters from where Ryl and Kaep stood watching.

      Before he could rise, Andr stood over him, the tip of his sword gently resting on the back of Nielix’s neck.

      “Never let your emotions overpower your rationality,” Andr announced loud enough for those assembled. “You’re dead. Again.”

      Andr knelt down beside the prostrated body of Nielix.

      “I'd mind what you say about the skills of those children,” Andr whispered to the downed Vigil. “I've personally witnessed that boy decimate a scout of forty Horde. Harriers, you call them, and he’s only had an afternoon of training. Tell me, what have you done?”

      Andr rose to his feet, stepping to the side, sliding his sword back into its sheath. He wrenched the blade Nielix had left imbedded in the ground out with one hand, offering the other to the soldier who remained prostrate on the ground.

      “You are superbly talented, but equally foolish,” Andr admitted. “You’ve misplaced your anger. Some day you may need to use those skills against an adversary whose sole intent is teaching you one lesson, and that lesson is death.”

      Andr glanced at Ryl, giving him a subtle smirk and wink, before assisting Nielix back to his feet. The soldier accepted his training sword from Andr before slinking back to the group. His face was a wash of anger and embarrassment.

      Ryl glanced over at Kaep, suppressing the urge to laugh as he saw the look on her face. Her attempt at hiding her amusement had failed miserably!
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      Ryl and Kaep waited patiently as the Vigil completed their early morning practice. Andr casually approached from inside the training ground, stopping as he leaned against its walled perimeter.

      “Did you children enjoy yourselves?” the mercenary asked with a smile.

      “Immensely. Thank you,” Kaep admonished.

      “The patrol’s assembling at the gate,” Andr replied. “It’s time to go.”

      Andr vaulted over the top of the stone wall, joining the pair outside the training grounds. They walked together along the outer alley toward the entrance tunnel to the city. Vim was coming to life as the morning sun crested over the jagged peaks of the Haven Mountains to the east. The streets were filling with citizens moving about in all manner of tasks as they began their days. Children chased each other in hurried games as they rushed toward the schoolhouse. The air was filled with the savory scents of freshly baked bread, carried on the wind from the large bakery on the side of the central square.

      Ryl looked up in awe as they ascended the stone stairs to the tunnel. This marked his first time heading in this direction. The yawning mouth of the entrance was carved to look like a great forest, no doubt symbolic of the forest that defended the wall of their home.

      He had no recollection of his first journey through the entrance tunnel. His body was far too fevered at that point to have recalled many lucid thoughts. Ryl shuddered at the stream of disjointed images that flashed through his head. His mind was still laboring to sort the truth from the fiction. The pain, however, required no deliberation.

      That agony was all too real.

      Paasek greeted them at the peak of the stairs. The councilor wore a massive greatsword strapped to his back. Unlike their first meeting and their conversation from earlier in the morning, he wore the telltale cloak of the phrenics, though his hood was lowered, still resting on the back of his neck. He smiled as he noted their approach.

      Behind him was the squad of Vigil assigned to escort their party to the prophet. Ryl was surprised to see that Nielix was among those assembled for the trek. His burning glare met Ryl's for an instant before he averted his eyes, avoiding looking at the phrenics as though they were invisible.

      With the arrival of Ryl, Andr and Kaep, the procession moved out. Ahead, Ryl could see the massive gate blocking their path through the tunnel. The gate’s similarities to the Pining Gate, the only means of egress from The Stocks, were chilling.

      Instead of continuing forward to the gate, the group turned right from the main tunnel, exiting through a large doorway carved into the wall. The door opened with a loud metallic pop of the hinges, followed by a groan as the door swung inward. Half of the Vigil’s twenty soldier squad continued forward, while the second half paused, following behind the phrenics and Andr. Nielix was in the rear group; Ryl could feel the daggers of his pointed stare boring into his back.

      The narrow corridor in which they travelled was flanked on either side by several sets of closed doors. The dim light from a few small lanterns illuminated the infrequently used hall. The air inside was heavy, carrying the musty hint of mildew. After a distance of a few hundred meters the hallway ended abruptly in a solid metal door. Ryl heard the clatter of keys and the groan of the hinges as it too protested its opening. Beyond the door he could see nothing but darkness.

      Paasek leaned in close speaking in low tones.

      “There's more than one entrance to Vim,” he explained. “This leads to the forest several miles from our main entrance. I have to warn you, the next mile or so under the mountain will be narrow. The cramped confines are disconcerting to most and in the absence of light it can be treacherous. After the stairs, the path is flat, so footing won't be an issue for long.”

      The Vigil in the lead quickly lit and distributed several torches throughout the group before the party began their slow descent into the blackness of the tunnel. Ryl lost track of the number of stairs they'd descended. Their pace was sluggish. The only sounds of the group's passage were the shuffle of feet along the stone floor. The air in the tunnel grew heavier the further down they ventured, thick with moisture. The walls of stone glistened in the flickering light from the torches.

      Their speed increased as they reached the end of the staircase. The path they now followed continued on straight, following a natural seam in the stone. The walls had been smoothed over the ages, maintaining a moderately uniform width though the ceiling was undisturbed, left to its natural rocky appearance.

      Onward they traveled through the belly of the mountain. The journey into the darkness no doubt lasted far shorter than it had felt, and ended as abruptly as it had started. The Vigil in the lead of the patrol called a halt to the procession, and the jingle of keys signaled the unlocking and opening of a second heavy door.

      The light that spilled into the tunnel was blinding. It took a matter of moments for his eyes to adjust, though the Vigil seemed to take considerably longer. Their party stalled as their vision corrected.

      Leaving the dark confines of the tunnel, their passage led through a large cave before exiting to a spacious clearing. Tall grasses and wildflowers swayed gently in the breeze, fenced in by the arboreal wall of the forest. To the right, along the western edge of the opening, the remnants of an ancient structure lay in a state of disrepair. Nestled in the corner only a few meters from the wall of the mountain and trees, its timber walls and roof had long since collapsed, disintegrating into mounds of earth. The short, stone foundation stood out above the wild grasses, with several stone pillars marking the corners where a fence had once stood.

      The forest that surrounded them sent Ryl's heart racing. Though the call was nothing more than a lingering trace, he could feel the hint of the Erlyn in its trees. He was curious to see what would happen were he to attempt to connect with the forest. He quieted the impulse, fearful of the effect it would have on his strength. The thought of ascending the stairs at the culmination of their journey was daunting.

      Away from the confines of the city and back into the light of the day, the attitude of their escort had taken a noticeable turn. The Vigil joked amongst themselves as they made their way from the clearing, joining a small path leading into the forest. Andr stepped close to Ryl as they reclaimed their order in the slow procession.

      “They have no fear. They've never experienced anything worthy of that sentiment,” Andr whispered. “You know the death that lurks outside the boundaries of the forest. While there is no sign, or hint of danger, you must always keep your wits about you.”

      Ryl surveyed the woods that surrounded the path. The eerie silence and calm was familiar.

      “Always keep your guard up,” Andr concluded his lecture.

      Ryl cracked a small smile as he nodded in acknowledgement.

      “How are you holding up?” Andr asked changing the subject.

      “I feel strong today,” Ryl responded confidently. The walk had so far produced no ill effects and for that, he was pleasantly surprised. There was still an unknown distance ahead of them, as well as the return trip home. The day was still young. Even if they were to pause for a rest, he saw no reason why they wouldn’t be able to make the return trip to Vim before nightfall.

      “Please let me know if that changes,” the mercenary said thoughtfully. “Though I prefer not to do it again, I’ll carry you back home again if I have to.”

      Andr flashed him a devious smile before falling back into line behind the phrenics. The procession marched in single file along the winding paths of the forest. Ryl was confident that they’d entered the woods traveling in a southerly direction. However, the twisting paths they’d followed since then exited both right and left onto various crisscrossing trails throughout the woods. His sense of direction was hopelessly confused. The dappled patches of light that worked their way downward through the trees did little to assist.

      After an hour of steady, yet sluggish travel, the group paused along the bank of a small stream that bisected their path. The soldiers of the Vigil filled water skins, before lounging carefree among the trees. The sound of their laughter echoed through the surrounding woods. Kaep stood on the opposite bank of the stream, her eyes scanning the forest with cautious intent. Ryl took up rest, leaning his back against the rough bark of a slender tree.

      Andr signaled softly to Ryl before tossing him a water skin he pulled from the small pack slung over his shoulder.

      “You seem to have forgotten yours, my young friend,” Andr joked.

      Ryl chuckled to himself, shaking his head before thanking the thoughtful mercenary and drinking deep. He threw the skin back with slightly more force than necessary. Andr moved off to refill it from the clean water of the stream.

      “We aren’t far now,” Paasek intoned, stopping beside where Ryl sat. “Once we ford this stream, it is perhaps another mile before we arrive. You should be able to feel it soon. The remnants of the old woods are still strong here. They still possess a sliver of the energy they once contained.”

      “What is the area like?” Ryl asked, his curiosity piqued. “Every location the Erlyn chose to reveal was unique.”

      “A fine observation, my friend,” Paasek admitted. “This one is likely no different.”

      The phrenic lowered himself into a crouch beside Ryl.

      “We call it the Prophet’s Tree,” Paasek began. “There is a large clearing ahead. The earth there rises up into a massive dome. The woods will thin out before clogging into an impassable mass around the border of the clearing. Set on the center of the dome is a tree unlike any we’ve found in the forest, one we’ve only read about in teachings of the phrenics of old. The tree is a willow. Its massive branches stretch down to the ground creating a curtain, concealing the area under her boughs. It’s in that guarded interior, against the knotted base of the trunk, that the prophet comes.”

      Paasek finished detailing the area with reverent care. His eyes viewed the surrounding forest with wonder. Ryl understood the feeling all too clearly.

      Ryl closed his eyes as he thought for a moment, inhaling a deep breath of the forest air. The hint of the Erlyn that had been present since they exited the mountain had grown subtly. The miniscule changes were so incremental that he had failed to register their increase. The feeling remained distant and faint. Ryl couldn’t help but feel a slight hint of apprehension. There was a peculiar sense of unease he couldn’t quite place. He attributed the feeling to the casual and relaxed attitude of the guards combined with Andr’s warning.

      Their brief respite came to an end shorty after. Ryl guessed that the hour had passed midday as the pillars of light that forced their way through the canopy fell in vertical shafts to the forest floor. The party moved back into their line with the Vigil again taking the lead as well as guarding their rear. They crossed the small stream with ease, hopping across the large, flat stones that jutted from the gurgling water.

      True to Paasek’s words, Ryl could feel the sense of the Erlyn growing as they made their way further into the woods. The makeup of the forest had changed after crossing the small stream. The undergrowth thinned substantially, the bushes and brambles remained in scattered, random patches. Ferns and grasses dotted the space between them. Lanky deciduous trees stretched into the sky, their lowest branches still well above their heads. The tall, broad leaved trees were fewer in number and spread out at greater distances.

      The terrain had grown increasingly rocky. Scattered throughout the surrounding trees, moss covered boulders of all sizes dotted the forest floor. Just as quickly as the forest cleared, the area closed in, choked by the mass of brambles that were familiar to the Erlyn. The path narrowed as the party squeezed through the undergrowth.

      The sensation of the Erlyn grew rapidly as they stepped further into the dense path. As the feeling increased, so too did the curious feeling of apprehension. The light from the clearing ahead spilled into the pathway, illuminating the dim forest. Beyond the silhouettes of the Vigil, Ryl could see the opening, just a few short meters away.

      The lead guards ambled further on as they entered the massive clearing. Ryl stepped out of the forest into the warmth of the light. An incredible sight lay before his eyes. The clearing was massive, spreading out in a circle that stretched hundreds of meters in diameter. The ground on all sides angled gently upward to the center, forming the dome on which the impressive tree stood.

      The Prophet’s Tree.

      The branches of the magnificent willow stretched downward, stopping as they reached the ground. The view of the interior was entirely hidden behind a wall of leaves that shifted slightly as the swirling breeze blew around the tree.

      The grandeur of the sight stopped Ryl inadvertently in his tracks. Andr and Paasek had carried on and were a few paces ahead of him. The last of the trailing Vigil was just now entering the clearing. He felt a gentle hand on his shoulder and a slight pulse of energizing electricity. He turned his head to find the smiling face of Kaep.

      “Don’t delay now,” she said. “The prophet awaits.”
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      Ryl glanced beyond the phrenic at the Vigil that had bottlenecked behind him. Most were apathetic to the delay, though the eyes of Nielix stood out from the rest. Anger still smoldered in their depths. With a venomous snarl, he looked away, pushing past as he started up the hill.

      The lead members of the Vigil had covered nearly half the distance between Ryl and the tree. A hundred meters separated them from the concealing veil of the enormous willow.

      Without warning, the hint of discomfort he'd noted on the periphery of his senses blossomed into a sudden wave of panic. The sensation carried with it the voice. A single, unmistakable word echoed in his head. The voice was frantic in its emphasis.

      It was a familiar voice, one which Ryl would never forget.

      Da'agryn’s voice.

      “Run.”

      Ryl took a step forward, calling out to his companions that had forged ahead.

      “Stop now,” he hissed to the forward group. The desperate tone of his voice broached no question to the seriousness of the request.

      Andr wheeled in his direction, sword partially drawn from its scabbard. Paasek’s hand closed on the handle of the greatsword strapped to his back. Kaep removed her bow from her shoulder, reaching for an arrow with her opposite hand.

      To a man, the Vigil looked confused at the warning. The unfounded aggression from the phrenics and Andr only added to their concern.

      The wall of weeping branches surrounding the willow shook subtly to the right as if being jostled by an unseen hand. The top branches in the center of the tree blew skyward for an instant before slowly falling back into place. Tiny leaves fluttered silently as they rained down toward the ground.

      “Something's wrong,” Ryl gasped. “Do you feel it? The Erlyn, it's gone.”

      All traces of the Erlyn had vanished. In its place, only an inky, cold darkness remained.

      His hand closed on the end of the solitary member of the Leaves strapped to his left arm. The shimmering green blade flashed to life unbidden the moment it cleared the holster.

      Andr's blade sung as he tore it from its sheath.

      “Vigil. Weapons ready,” Andr shouted to the confused soldiers.

      With few exceptions their responses were sluggish and half-hearted.

      “Now,” Andr reiterated his order. “Fall back to the woods.”

      The words hadn't finished cursing from his lips when the first blackened, disproportionately shaped body crashed through the arboreal veil in an explosion of tiny leaves.

      Harriers.

      The Outland Horde.

      A wave of lanky bodies followed the first, their rough skins so dark red they appeared almost black. Their screams sent a shiver down his spine.

      From the other side of the rise the Horde sprung to their feet from where they had concealed themselves in the tall grass behind the earthen dome. Their shrieks and wails mixed with the sounds of their compatriots into a blood curdling chorus that shook the forest.

      Ryl dipped into the power flowing through his veins—time slowed to a crawl. He felt the familiar heat surge through his body. Flipping his glowing blade to his left hand, he launched himself forward. With the power inside flowing freely, the Horde slowed to a fraction of their original speed. Andr and the Vigil were nearly frozen in comparison. Kaep and Paasek’s motions still flowed at a comparable rate to that of the Horde.

      Even with the speed at his command, Ryl knew the front line of the Vigil was doomed. He was halfway to them when the mass of harriers tore into their line. Many of the Vigil remained frozen in terror, some had fallen to their knees; all were rent to pieces where they stood, their bodies savaged before their swords cleared their scabbards.

      Ryl cursed the speed of the innate power that flowed through him. The pace of his movements was like lightning while others seemed frozen in place. He was forced to watch the horror unfold in slow motion as the Horde mutilated the bodies of the Vigil. Limbs were torn from their sockets, the skin stretching until it split in a spray of blood and gore: the sickening, crimson particulate hovering in the air.

      Revulsion and anger boiled over as Ryl screamed in defiance. The life had drained from the eyes of the last of the lead group as the harrier severed his head from his body. The fire inside Ryl’s veins swelled to an inferno. From under the cover of the tree and opposite side of the hill, distorted bodies flowed over the pristine landscape like a flood of black water.

      The first of Kaep’s arrows screamed by Ryl, exploding through the face of a harrier to his left, showering those behind it in blood before imbedding itself into the chest of another. He plunged into their line fueled by the burning hatred that coursed through his veins.

      His blade never ceased moving as he stabbed and slashed, severing arms, legs and heads in a deadly dance. His movements were fluid, too fast for the Horde to counter. All around him the air became thick with the suspended bloody rain from the dead and dying harriers. He felt the splash of the putrid, hot blood against his skin. The fetid odor of death choked the air.

      Ryl heard the repeated, high pitch melody of arrows as they screamed past. Kaep nocked and fired with astounding speed. Her quiver was empty in moments. Her accuracy lethal; felling or hobbling all her targets.

      He lost count of the death he was dealing, sliding far into the mass of abominations. Still they came. Through the din of the battle cries and wail of the dying, he heard the powerful voice of Paasek cut through.

      “Ryl, fall back,” the phrenic screamed. There was fear in his voice.

      What had he done? The words of Andr, the lesson he’d taught to the headstrong Nielix echoed in his head. He’d let his emotions rule his actions; let his better judgement slide behind the lead of pure unadulterated rage.

      His friends were in danger.

      Ryl let out a roar of unfettered frustration. He’d strayed too far. The harriers were nearly upon them. Kaep and Paasek stood in the face of a wall of incoming hundreds. The abominations had been worked into a frenzy by the fear of their prey and scent of fresh blood.

      A hundred meters separated him from his friends. A hundred meters of death stood between them.

      He propelled himself forward at lightning speed. His glowing blade sliding through flesh and bone as if it were air. Ryl focused the power in his right arm, releasing a blast of air as he leaped—the rush of wind pushing him up over the heads of the charging harriers. For a moment he was weightless as he sailed over the heads of the Horde.

      Only for a moment.

      Gravity reclaimed its lost hold on him, tearing his body from the sky. He plummeted toward the backs of the mass of the lanky harriers that were only moments away from reaching the waiting phrenic.

      With blade and soulborne wind Ryl crashed down with meteoric speed. The unearthly force of the impact crushed the unlucky demon he’d fallen upon, and sent the surrounding abominations toppling. He dove forward on impact, rolling into the backs of the hobbled front line of the Horde that separated him from his friends.

      Ryl felt the sting of claws as they tore into the flesh on his left leg as he reached a crouch. Staying low, he wheeled around, severing the offending hand and leg with one motion.

      “Stay down,” boomed the voice of Paasek.

      An instant later the edge of a greatsword, dripping with black blood rushed over his head, cleaving an arc of destruction. Bodies were severed in two; Ryl dove through the staggering remains, regaining his feet between the phrenics.

      Kaep was engaged on all sides, her two daggers slashing with vicious accuracy, immobilizing the Horde one after another. Andr’s sword was already moving to end the struggling of those who’d fallen victim to her crippling strikes. Behind him, Nielix had rallied the remaining Vigil into fighting order, though they’d lost nearly half their number. All bore injuries of varying degrees.

      Ryl darted through the group, intercepting a rush of harriers that would have devastated the remaining Vigil. Catching the attack on its flank, the Horde were helpless to defend themselves from the ferocity and speed of his assault. Ryl moved with deadly efficiency, halting the charge before it fell upon the wounded soldiers. Without pausing he rushed back, taking his place to the side of Paasek.

      “Retreat to the entrance,” Ryl called to the remaining members of their ill-fated party. “We can hold them off there.”

      The battle raged for what seemed like an eternity, yet not once did Ryl’s movements slow. He was a ceaseless whirlwind of death and destruction. His blade severed all that came within its glowing reach. The ground was littered with remains of the dead and dying. The pristine wild grasses of the clearing were trampled underneath foot and claw, soaked in a mix of black and crimson blood.

      The constant influx of Horde had at last subsided. With every fallen abomination their numbers finally dwindled. As the remaining harriers mounted a final, desperate push, the bulk of the battle swung toward Kaep. Ryl surged around the defenseless flank of the attackers, tearing into them from their rear. Caught in the lethal vise between Ryl and the phrenics it was a matter of moments before the last of the Horde fell. A vicious downward strike from Paasek separated its body in half. With a splash of blood and a final sickly gurgle the pieces of the body crumpled to the ground.

      How many Horde had fallen at their hands? Hundreds had ambushed them.

      None within the radius of their blades had survived.

      Ryl focused, scanning the area with his mindsight. Lingering streaks of black raced away from the opposite side of the tree. A pair of Horde paused for a moment along the edge of the willow. The first was lanky, its skin deep red, bordering on black. The terrifying image he’d come to associate with the harriers of the Horde.

      It was the other that sent a chill down his spine.

      The second was shorter, covered from head to toe in what looked like black fabric. Its black cloak rippled in the breeze that fought to clear the area of the putrid smell of death.

      With a snarl from the harrier, the pair retreated, disappearing from the clearing.

      Ryl scanned the area, watching as the final two black shapes vanished from his view. He released his hold on the power that flowed through his veins, letting the cooling sensation spread through his body.

      As the power faded, time flashed back to normal with a colossal force. The impact left him reeling, and he staggered as he fought to retain his footing. The dizzying rush of pain and exhaustion was overwhelming. His body convulsed with an uncontrollable shudder as the chill swept through him. He felt as if he was being frozen alive, his blood turned to ice. His vision blurred.

      “Ryl,” Kaep cried as he collapsed to the ground.
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      Ryl blinked his eyes open to a new vista yet again. He was growing tired of the dangerous habit. The last images to cross his eyes were of utter carnage. Death and destruction; the ruins of hundreds of bodies. The dead of the Vigil and the Horde mingled together in a mangled mass of severed limbs and entrails. Spreading pools of blood had covered the ground, saturating the soil; the excess life-giving liquid pouring down the gentle hill in a stream of death.

      Now, the sight before his eyes was clean and sterile, the straight lines of four walls forming a perfect rectangle. The immaculately polished walls and floors, smoothed to a crack-less perfection, were an indicator that he had somehow made it back to Vim. Ryl recognized the construction, yet the layout of the current room was unfamiliar.

      The small chamber he awoke to was larger than his previous apartment, yet by no means an expansive dwelling. The simple furniture was beautifully crafted in the same artful style he’d grown accustomed to within the city. Opposite the foot of his current bed stood a closed door. A solitary lantern fixed to the wall beside it provided illumination for the room. A small desk and chair sat against the wall to his right, a standing closet with a table stood along the wall to the left.

      Arranged on the table were his original holsters, the Leaves sitting patiently atop the worn fabric. Ryl sat up carefully, fearful of the effects of lying still for an undetermined amount of time. Surprisingly, he arrived in a seated position with little pain or discomfort. His head throbbed with a mild ache and the skin on his left cheek felt tight. He ran a finger along his face, tracking the line of an already scabbed over laceration.

      Ryl swung his legs off the bed, His feet tingled as they came in contact with the cold stone floor. His left leg was sore; the memory of the attack played through his mind. He felt the vile claws of the harrier tear through his skin. He looked down at his leg, unsurprised to find a bandage stretching from his upper thigh to his ankle. Small traces of blood seeped through the clean, white dressing.

      He tested his weight on the leg. The wound was sore, but he found there was little hindrance to his mobility. If not for the blood and bandage, the limp would have been hardly noticeable.

      Ryl crossed the room to the table. He felt the familiar surge of energy course through his body as his hands closed eagerly around the wooden handles of the Leaves. Being reunited with the weapons was a relief. The contact was invigorating and simultaneously a balm to his mental well-being. Their absence felt like he was missing an appendage. With them back in his hands he felt whole once again.

      Unseen hands had cleaned the weapons after the battle; there was no trace of the foul-smelling black blood or the lingering odor of the Horde. The Leaves however, seemed anxious, as if they had been dormant for too long. He noted an eager sensation—as if the weapons were anxious for the throws of battle.

      A battle he hoped he would be long separated from.

      Ryl replaced the Leaves on the table. He was inside the walls of Vim; this was perhaps the only place in the entirety of his known world he felt safe. He opened the standing closet beside the table, relieved to find his phrenic cloak hanging in its interior, alongside a fresh change of clothes.

      Someone had changed him since he had returned to the city. The clothes he now wore, with the exception of the bandage around his left leg, were neat and clean. He pulled the cloak from the closet, easing it over his arms. He felt comforted as it wrapped him in its embrace. The cloak had been cleaned and expertly tailored. At the conclusion of the battle before the Prophet's Tree his body had been drenched in blood, both his own and of the Horde.  His clothes and cloak had likely been in tatters. He inspected the fabric, finding it as perfect as the day he was led to its hidden cache within the depths of the Erlyn.

      As Ryl removed the phrenic cloak from the wardrobe, the leather belt tucked behind the folds of the fabric came to light. He pulled the object from the closet, studying it closely for a moment. His cautious eyes studied every detail; it was readily apparent that the craftsmanship was the work of none other than a master. To determine the purpose however, required further inspection.

      The leather was dyed a deep forest green, so dark that it bordered on black. Burned into the belt was a subtle yet intricate design featuring a winding, leafy vine that wrapped around the entirety of the belt. The details were exquisite. The individual veins of each leaf were visible, though they seemed to move with a life that defied their permanent nature.

      In the middle of the belt, a pair of empty, parallel sheathes awaited their weapons. It only took a moment for its purpose to solidify in Ryl's mind with resounding clarity. He reached for the Leaves on the table, sliding them easily into the waiting holsters. Each of the dormant blades fit with a snug precision, leaving a hand width exposed from the leather. Ryl weaved the belt around his back, cinching the buckle around his front. The Leaves remained snug to his body, concealed from sight in the curve of his lower back.

      He reached with both hands, grasping the exposed handles of the Leaves with ease. The weapons slid from their custom holsters with the fluid motion of practiced perfection. Ryl was astonished with the immediate familiarity he felt with the holsters. The action felt natural, as if it had been the trained response from thousands of repetitions.

      His mind snapped back to the conversations with the phrenics before they'd left for their disastrous mission to the Prophet's Tree. Deyalou had promised a sample upon his return. The work he now wore around his waist was a treasure. No thanks would be great enough for the phrenic master.

      What of the others?

      Ryl felt a sinking sensation in his gut as he struggled to recall the events. He had survived the battle, yet he knew nothing of his friends. Ryl slipped his feet into his shoes that waited patiently alongside the wardrobe before striding purposefully to the door. The latch opened with a muted click and the wooden door swung inward without the slightest hint of complaint from its metal hinges.

      He exited to a small, yet cozy waiting room. Two comfortable looking chairs sat on either side of a small circular table against the left-hand wall, and a lantern burned peacefully away on its center. There were two doors leading from the room. To the right the door was closed, ahead the wooden door was cracked open, revealing a sliver of the room beyond.

      Ryl strode across the small room, knocking quietly. He waited, yet there was no response from within.

      Swinging the door open, his eyes roved the similarly decorated room to the one he awakened in. Simple, yet masterfully carved furniture was arranged in a likewise manner, however the room appeared as if it had yet to be lived in. Heading back through the sitting room, he opened the remaining door to a narrow, dimly lit hallway beyond.

      Ryl paused as he entered the hall, peering in both directions. The hallway was silent. To his left, the path ended in a flat, stone wall. To the right, it proceeded a short distance before ending in a doorway. A narrow stream of light from the room beyond crept through the gap. Two doors were spaced evenly along the opposite wall while one shared the same wall as his.

      He walked quietly toward the open door at the end of the hallway. As he approached, the narrow view of the room without became clear. The minimal vision was enough to confirm his location. He knew where he was in an instant.

      The Hall of the Phrenic.

      Without a thought to the ramifications, he closed his eyes, searching with the mindsight for traces of the other phrenics. He was relieved to note a large group, tightly packed together, in what appeared to be a row, though their signatures remained still. A single glowing orb was separated from the others. He let go of the mindsight, bracing himself against the wall in preparation for his recovering body to protest the action. Surprisingly, though a wave of weakness rolled through his body, it was mild.

      With his location inside the city confirmed, Ryl’s mind was desperate for answers. How many had returned home from the expedition to the Prophet's Tree?

      Ryl hastened down the narrow corridor, exiting into the great entry room of the Hall of the Phrenic. The space was empty, the fire in the hearth to his left had long since burned out, yet the room was still warm. From outside, the sounds of commotion drew his attention, alluding to a large gathering of people.

      Cautiously, Ryl moved from the vacant hall, exiting into the avenue that circled the city. The sheer volume of people in the street stopped him in his tracks. Surrounding the colosseum and the Westfate, the avenues were clogged with citizens. The noise of thousands of simultaneous conversations merged into a dull roar. The overall attention of the masses was focused on the entrance to the great hall.

      Ryl eased his way into the crowd, moving toward the Great Hall and Council Seat. It was only a matter of moments before his presence was distinguished from that of the crowd. Those around him stepped back, their faces strained into a confusing look.

      Was it awe?

      Was it fear?

      He paused, spinning slowly in a circle, struggling to read the emotions of the surrounding citizens. The meanings of the chaotic stares left him speechless. Ryl lowered his head, rapidly pulling the hood of his cloak up, throwing his face into shadow. Word of his arrival spread like wildfire through the crowd. A pathway opened through the sea of humanity leading straight to the great doors of the Council Seat.

      Ryl wasted no time, moving as quickly as his legs would take him down the pathway. He could feel the eyes of thousands as they traced his every step. He felt the warm trickle of blood from his thigh as his movement undoubtedly tore the sutures that held the wound together. From several locations, the crimson stain spread outward as it dyed the white bandage on his left leg.

      He winced in pain as he began ascending the steps to the Council Seat. Ahead of him, the doorway was closed. A pair of armed Vigil stood like statues before each door. They noted his presence immediately, and the guard on the right hurried to open the door, letting him pass without a word. The door closed behind him with a silent puff of air.

      The scene inside was vastly different from that which filled the avenues without. The large entryway was empty, the doors at the end thrown wide open. Ryl moved undisturbed through the area to the Great Hall beyond. Rows of people, in most places, several individuals deep, lined the upper ring of the inset auditorium.

      The attention of all in the room was trained on the proceedings within the large chamber where the Council no doubt presided over the occasion. With the focus of the crowd elsewhere, Ryl reached the auditorium with his presence still thankfully unnoticed. He peered over the shoulders of the two standing before him, eager for a view of the happenings within.

      Every seat in the large amphitheater was occupied, the remaining in attendance were forced to stand at the rear. Seated at the long table in the center of the depression was the Council. Ryl’s heart raced as he scanned the crowd, eager for any sign of his friends. Paasek sat at his place among the council members, his face locked in an uncomfortable scowl.

      He located the remainder of the phrenics in the room with ease. They sat together in the front row of the crowd to the left side of the auditorium. To a member, all wore their hoods up, shadowing their faces. Ryl let out an involuntary sigh of relief as he noted Andr sitting just to the side of the line of stoic warriors.

      Ryl turned his attention on the dialogue occurring within the arena. The tension in the air was palpable. The temperature in the room was a touch over comfortable as the agitation and overcrowded bodies made for a sweltering mix. The conversation was no less heated.

      “What of their numbers?” a voice shouted from the crowd.

      “That we do not yet know,” the nasally voice of Counsellor Oswill carried over the crowd. “They could number in the thousands or they could number in the millions. They've not been seen gathering in groups this size in over a thousand cycles. It’s now been three days. They’ve strayed closer to the edge of the woods each day.”

      Three days? Had it been that long since the battle? Ryl hadn't taken the time to truly assess his physical state before he left his new room. Aside from the lingering discomfort from the obvious wounds, his body felt strong. He felt complete.

      Multiple voices rang out in unison as several shouted to make themselves heard.

      “What if they turn on the city?”

      Councilwoman Lenu erupted to her feet, addressing the speaker directly.

      “There is no cause for fear to the city,” Lenu projected. “The exterior walls are unshakeable. We have archers on watch around the clock should they attempt the feat. All tunnels remain guarded, the numbers bolstered. Keep in mind, both can be collapsed at a moment's notice if the need is dire. There should be no cause to fear.”

      The statement elicited a gasp of panic from some, shouting from others.

      “There have been no further sightings anywhere within the forest,” Lenu’s voice crescendoed, silencing the din of discussion. “Our walls are impenetrable. We have self-sustaining sources of food and water that will last us indefinitely. We could seal the entrances today and survive unmolested for an eternity.”

      “Still nothing changes the fact we have been deceived,” came the animated shout from the right side of the room, opposite where the phrenics sat. Ryl recognized that voice. He scanned the crowd, easily finding the speaker standing up above the seated crowd.

      Nielix.

      The Vigil had survived, though he wore the wounds to prove it. His head was wrapped in a bandage that hung diagonally down from the right side of his scalp nearly covering his right eye. His left arm was braced carefully in a sling, yet he was alive.

      “The skills the phrenics have led us to believe were long since lost to time were painfully put on display,” Nielix shouted.

      “Long before any of our time it was decided that this city must learn to survive without the promise of phrenic assistance,” Paasek boomed. “The Barren taught us that.”

      “And yet none of our troubles, not the increased sightings of the Horde, not the massacre at the Prophet's Tree happened before that boy arrived,” Nielix challenged.

      Ryl's blood heated at the comment. There were murmurs of consent from the crowd, emboldening the fuming Vigil further.

      “If not for that boy, sixteen of our Vigil, Vim's protectors, would have returned home,” Nielix screamed. “Sixteen families would not grieve the loss of their loved ones.”

      Ryl was furious at the insinuation he was the cause of their deaths. Every word stoked the fire that now burned in his veins.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Andr jump to his feet, his mouth open to retort. Councilor Paasek was quicker; his booming voice echoed throughout the hall. The muscles of his tattooed arm flexed, its rock-like appearance seemed to change to an ashy grey while details became more crystalline and jagged.

      “Everyone grieves their loss,” Paasek roared. “Yet if not for that young man, everyone in that party would have perished.”

      Nielix spat back.

      “And what now?” he cursed. “The prophet is gone. By your own admission the tree no longer lives. The prophecy has been vague all along. The catalyst may be the winds of change, the savior of the phrenics, but he will spell doom for the rest of us.”

      There was a gasp from the assembly—the councilors looked to be at a loss for words.

      “There have been none of your precious seers in ages. The prophet is lost to us,” Nielix fumed. “Your savior’s lifeless, bloodied body had to be dragged back to the city, to where it still lies unmoving today. What miracles will his corpse create? He is not Taben. He has no phrenic army at his disposal.”

      Nielix thrust his pointed finger in the air, aiming at the massive statue that rose over the hall.

      Ryl had heard enough. His blood boiled with anger, yet his decision was remarkably clear. He had no concept of what he’d done to offend the hateful Vigil, yet at this moment, it was beyond his concern. Secretly he thanked Nielix. The venomous words had opened the door to what Ryl had sought all along. He gently pushed his way through the rows of spectators in front of him, coming to a stop on the top step of the main, central staircase.

      He slowly pulled the hood back, revealing his face. An inferno burned in his determined stare.

      “And what if I had an army?” Ryl’s steady voice echoed through the hall.

      The collective attention of the gathering turned on him as one. The eyes of the colossal statue of Taben the Defender bored into him.

      “Miracles, I cannot promise. An army, I can.”
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      After Ryl’s sudden appearance, order was never truly restored in the Great Hall. The sight of a bloodied phrenic, who most thought to be on the verge of death, seemingly materializing out of thin air was enough to upset any due process. The mysticism surrounding the reports of his actions on the slopes of the Prophet’s Tree did little to help the calls for order.

      The mention of a phrenic army was too much for the hope starved audience to bear.

      The Council had adjourned the public meeting, thankfully retiring to the relative solitude of a private chamber room to continue deliberations. Along with the Council, several representatives of Vim's varied institutions were ordered into attendance. Ryl hobbled into the room, one arm draped over Andr, the other over Mender Brasley. In an attempt to appease the growing dissension within the city, Nielix, the mouthpiece of the disenfranchised, was also invited to attend the closed-door session.

      The mender was beside himself that Ryl was out of bed and adamant he should return without delay. Ryl, with the blessing of the Council, politely refused, forcing the irate mender to field dress his leaking wound in the chamber.

      The meeting commenced while the mender was still wrapping Ryl’s leg.

      “We need answers as to the nature of this army,” Councilwoman Irie chided, her normally even keeled voice unusually aggravated. “Promises like that will be taken seriously. I would hate to find we’ve been misled.”

      “The boy is nothing more than an abnormally talented fraud,” Nielix cursed from his seat on the opposite side of the room.

      “That’s enough,” boomed Irie. “We need to hear the answer from him before any judgement be passed.”

      Nielix shrunk back at the force of the admonition. He slumped back into his chair, dejected, yet still seething with anger.

      Ryl winced as Brasley finished tying off the bandage on his leg. The mender afforded him an unsympathetic smile.

      “Please, carry on, Ryl,” the councilwoman ordered.

      “There was no deceit in my words,” Ryl spoke. Though directed at Nielix, he refused to look his direction. “An army of hundreds awaits. That they will follow me is not a question. All that’s needed is to grant them their freedom.”

      All the councilors, with the exception of one, regarded him with varied looks of confusion as he paused for a breath. Paasek grinned as he grasped the significance behind Ryl’s cryptic statement.

      “Freedom from where?” Councilor Heild questioned. "From whom?"

      “From The Stocks,” Councilor Paasek stated bluntly before leaning back in his chair, folding his arms across his chest.

      Questions spilled from the mouths of virtually all in attendance. The voice of Nielix rose above the rest.

      “You can’t be serious?” he snapped. “There is no escaping The Stocks. The walls are as thick as the mountain. There is only one gated entrance, and that is guarded by a force whose numbers are a complete unknown.”

      “I am very serious,” Ryl retorted. “You can’t tell me there is no escape when I sit before you today. It is true, the palisades are thick and the Pining Gate represents the only entrance. The numbers of the guard though, is no mystery. Isn’t that right, Andr?”

      The mercenary smiled as he nodded his head.

      “Aye, that’s right, Ryl,” he said, sitting forward in his chair. “At any point in time, there are just shy of ten thousand stationed throughout the city and the fortifications that surround it and the port. Combined, nearly one thousand patrol the walkways atop the palisades. Less than one hundred remain inside the walls.”

      Nielix shot forward in his chair, mouth opened to fire back at the statement, yet it was the voice of Counselor Lenu who spoke first.

      “You don't think they will just open the gates for you, do you?” she posed.

      “No,” Ryl admitted. "Not without convincing."

      “And how do you think you'll convince them,” Nielix hissed. “They will not reason with you. To them you are nothing more than a crop to be harvested, used up and then cast aside.”

      His barbed words were meant as an insult, meant to sting, yet Ryl hardly noted the slight.

      “I feel you've underestimated the possibility of change,” Ryl explained. "The day before my Harvest, The Stocks was forced into appointing a new master, a man whom I've come to know personally. This man also holds the position of the Captain of the Guard and the garrisons at Cadsae Proper.”

      “Just because you know the man, it doesn't mean he won't have you cut down on sight,” Lenu commented.

      “That is a fair point,” Ryl admitted. “Yet if not for the compassionate attention of this captain and his appointed officers, I would have perished in captivity.”

      “Even if this captain holds sway over some, there are likely many more who will oppose,” Irie intoned. “The King in particular. Are you willing to draw blood for this? Once it has been shed, there's no turning back. Not for you. Not for us.”

      “Blood has already been spilled. Time and time again,” Ryl argued. “Countless families have been slaughtered mercilessly for the unwanted and unplanned alexen in their child’s blood.”

      Anger had been building inside of him at the thought, and Ryl’s responses were flavored with more force than he'd intended. Taking a deep breath, he regained control over his surging emotions, sending a wave of reassurance over those assembled in the room. If Paasek noted, his face never betrayed his acknowledgement.

      “There is no turning back for me. My hands were bloodied before I left,” Ryl spoke softly. “The old master sent assassins to murder me in Tabenville, the northernmost settlement. It was by my hands they died.”

      Andr's eyes went wide at the statement. Ryl had never mentioned the assassination attempt to anyone. He stopped short of recounting the master’s demise.

      “There will undoubtedly be some with which a show of force will be necessary,” Ryl growled. “I believe this can be accomplished with little to no loss of life.”

      Paasek nodded his head slowly in understanding, the devious smile growing on his face.

      “You forget that to virtually all outside of the walls of this city, the phrenic don't exist,” Ryl reiterated. “All record of their society, their deeds, their powers, even the name itself have been erased from the annals history.”

      Silence descended upon the room. Ryl again scanned the faces of those assembled, finding hope added to their list of emotions that played out across them.

      “Nielix, you are aware of what the phrenics of old could do, were you not?” Ryl asked the Vigil. The man shook his head slightly as his face wrinkled into a look of scorn. “What was your reaction seeing what powers Paasek and Kaep still held?”

      “Disgust. Betrayal,” Nielix hissed.

      “Set aside your petty hatred for a moment and answer the question,” Ryl commanded. “Were you surprised by what the phrenics could do?”

      “Yes,” Nielix screamed. “I don’t see what the point of this is, boy.”

      “The point of this, Nielix, is simple,” Ryl barked back at the condescending Vigil. “You’re a trained soldier. You’ve been raised in a society where powers like you witnessed were once a fact of life, and yet still you were surprised. What reaction do you think would be garnered from a public who has never heard of these powers in anything other than myth or wild fantasy?”

      Nielix remained in his chair. Ryl thought he caught a brief glimpse of understanding flash across his face. Whatever the fading emotion was, it was quickly replaced by an air of annoyance.

      His point had been taken.

      “It may not take more than a simple demonstration of these powers to command the entirety of the guard to lay down their weapons,” Ryl spoke to the crowd. He needed to add no additional persuasiveness to his voice; his words commanded attention.

      “And what if they don’t run? What if they don’t cower before the almighty phrenic?” Nielix asked quietly.

      “Though they’ve caused more pain through inaction or deed than I can likely forgive, I do not seek their deaths,” Ryl admitted. His voice was quiet, yet it echoed through the crowded chamber. “If it’s a fight they desire, it will come for them at a catastrophic cost.”

      For a moment the room stood in silence. Not so much as a hushed exhale was audible through the chamber.

      “Assuming you can gain entry into The Stocks, how will you go about rounding up the tributes? And how do you escape?” Irie pondered. “Though the guard may be pacified, resistance from the King will not be so lenient. They will assuredly not let you parade through the city to freedom.”

      “That I understand,” Ryl said. “If we time our entrance with the annual Harvest, there will be no need to round the tributes up. All will be delivered to one location, in Cadsae, only steps from the Pining Gate. As for escape, I had another idea entirely.”

      The council as one sat forward eager to hear Ryl’s next thought.

      “The Erlyn,” he stated plainly. “Unlike here, there is still power in her branches. We will use her for shelter, as did the phrenics of old.”

      “And the wall?” Paasek questioned. “What do you intend to do about that?”

      Ryl smiled at the phrenic.

      “Walls can be broken, or walls can be scaled,” he said. “Where the Erlyn meets the western palisade, there could only be resistance from the top of the wall, or the border of the forest. No guard would dare linger beyond the western side. The Outlands maintain domain over that side. To them, only death resides there.”

      The vision of what truly lurked beyond the western palisade was now shockingly clear. The lingering hint of the putrid smell of death and rot assaulted his senses. Andr spoke up as images of the Horde gave Ryl pause.

      “The walkway that stretches the width of the east and west palisades are only matter of meters wide,” Andr added. “It would take very few to hold the wall while the others climbed up and over.”

      Ryl turned his head, flashing a thankful smile to his friend. He knew Andr out of all those assembled would need no convincing.

      “Who will help pull off this foolhardy plan of yours?” Nielix scoffed, surging to his feet. “You can’t think that Vim will willingly send any of its sons, its daughters? Or is it our phrenics you seek to assist you in what will amount to nothing more than suicide?”

      “Nielix, your input is valued,” Councilwoman Irie snapped. “Yet you far overstep your place. This is a decision for the Council. Not you.”

      Nielix opened his mouth to retort. Councilwoman Lenu, the Council representative to the Vigil slowly rose to her feet, crossing her arms across her chest. Her rigid jawline was pronounced as she gritted her teeth together. The muscles of her arms flexed. Her posture and the slow shake of her head stole the fight from the incensed Vigil. He fell back into his chair with a groan. He continued, in a thankfully more respectful, even keeled tone, though the venom was still present.

      “With the darkness at our borders we can ill afford to lose the fighters whose skills have been denied to us for cycles,” he cautioned.

      A moment of calm fell over the room as his statement settled in.

      “In one breath you rage about the phrenics. You challenge their value and their trustworthiness,” Andr broke the momentary silence that had befallen the cramped private audience. “In the next you place them on a pedestal, crying about the devastation should any be lost. Any life lost is a tragedy. Phrenic or not.”

      The statement took but a moment to register. The pain in the eyes of all in the room was evident. All had suffered a terrible loss, just days old. The wounds were still fresh.

      “I’ll admit, the plan is rash, yet the logic behind it is sound,” Ryl remarked. “There is one aspect I had yet to take into consideration. That is the treatment. Mender Brasley, can a remedy be made to travel?”

      The mender was unprepared to be called upon, stumbling over his words as he spoke.

      “I’m afraid that the remedy must be brewed in close relation to when it is ingested, or the efficacy will see a significant reduction. You’d need to travel with a cart to carry enough of the supply to effectively treat all the tributes.”

      The mender’s eyes lit up, as he solved the problem in his head.

      “Ah, but all you need is the leaves to make the treatment,” Brasley beamed. “Multiple doses could be prepared with one leaf. Those can be dried and stored to make ready to travel. This would add only a small burden in terms of weight. Though multiple doses can be brewed from each leaf, it would be wise to travel with more than needed. How many tributes reside in The Stocks?”

      “At last count, three moons prior, The Stocks were home to just under three hundred and fifty tributes,” Andr answered.

      Mender Brasley made an audible sucking sound as he inhaled through his teeth. His face scrunched up into a look of thoughtful calculation.

      “Our lone blighted rose won’t provide enough leaves in time,” the mender sighed. “We will need an additional one or two plants.”

      “How much time will that require?” Ryl asked cautiously.

      “With the time it would take to establish a new area to plant them and without any setbacks, perhaps seven to eight moons,” Brasley answered.

      “Then there is still time,” Ryl whispered.

      He breathed a sigh of relief as he sat back in his chair. He’d made his case. It was now time for the Council to make its decision. His plan would assuredly come under great scrutiny, as the details were still vague. Nearly nine moons remained before the next Harvest. The decision would need to be made soon, leaving only a moon or two to make the trek to The Stocks.

      There was still plenty of time to plan.

      Time to train.

      “You’ve given us much to think on, Ryl,” Councilwoman Irie stated bluntly, interrupting his thoughts. “Your proposal would be costly, and there will be no judgement made this day. Let us adjourn this meeting so we may have time to debate. You can expect our decision to be made in the coming days.”

      With a mild salute, Nielix was the first to leave the room. The sound from his rapid, heavy strides had vanished before Ryl bid the council farewell. With Andr and Mender Brasley in tow, he limped from the room. They’d no sooner left the chambers, when Brasley continued his chiding from earlier.

      “The wound on your leg needs time to heal, young man,” Brasley scolded. “You will need to stay off it until it has completed this process. As it is, I will most likely need to suture you closed again. I spend far too much of my day tending to your seemingly endless injuries. You know I have other tasks that need accomplishing? You will rest, until I say you’re ready to move again, even if I have to tie you down to do so.”

      His tirade over, Mender Brasley softened his stance. He moved to Ryl’s left side, sliding under his shoulder, Andr pulled up under his right.

      “Come, let’s get you back to your quarters,” Brasley settled.

      With the weight off his leg, Ryl hobbled back to his quarters with little pain. The avenue was still crowded, though the throng of citizens had diminished since his previous trip though. Without a word, the crowd parted, opening a lane to the Hall of the Phrenic. Conversations seemed to cease as the trio ambled by. Hushed whispers carried on in their place, through Ryl paid them no heed, his mind lost in thought.

      In a matter of a few days’ time, the Council would render its decision. Confined to his chamber, Ryl knew the anticipation would build to the point of becoming unbearable. There was much riding on the decision, one that could forever change Vim.

      Would the city be willing to give up any of their precious own for a chance to free the tributes?

      To recruit an army?

      Regardless of the council’s decision, his mind was made up. He knew Andr would follow. If he had to storm the fortress of The Stocks single handedly, he would.
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      Ryl wiped the sweat from his brow after what had become an exceptionally grueling sparring session. He tipped back his water skin, drinking deep from the chilly, refreshing water, before splashing it on his face.

      Any session that Andr participated in was demanding. The experienced mercenary always seemed to have a better idea what Ryl was doing next than he did. Andr’s undiminished cunning readily found ways to disrupt even his best laid plans. He heard the mercenary’s mantra repeated incessantly as he ‘d trained the Vigil. The saying still rung in his ears.

      “The one constant in every fight is its unpredictability. Be the unexpected. Sometimes the more rash, the more foolhardy the plan, the greater the chance of survival.”

      “I think that’s enough for today,” Andr said as he caught his breath. The four Vigil that had served as his additional sparring partners bent at their waists, hands on their knees, chests heaving to catch their breath.

      “We have to release our young friend here to training of his own,” Andr joked before turning to the rest of the Vigil assembled in the outdoor training grounds. “Split off into pairs, let’s see if the rest of you were paying attention.”

      He smiled and nodded at Ryl before he hastened off to train with the Vigil.

      Ryl spent a moment stretching before strapping on the custom holsters for the Leaves that Deyalou had made him. His next destination was The Hall of the Phrenic. The morning had slipped away, and the sun overhead now pushed past midday. The city was abuzz with activity, as was the new norm.

      Three moons earlier, the Council had rendered their decision. Though the deliberations were contested, they had approved the venture to free The Stocks. With the announcement, life in Vim had been altered dramatically. In less than five moons, Ryl and Andr would be departing the relative safety of the city with a group of eight others. An additional four phrenics and four of the Vigil would comprise the party. All positions had been filled voluntarily.

      The entirety of his scout detail, Kaep, Deyalou, Ramm and Vox eagerly offered their support to the campaign. Andr had coaxed three Vigil, Dav, Soldi, and Ceado to volunteer for the mission. All were trusted and competent fighters. To Ryl’s surprise and displeasure, the final position was filled by the insufferable Nielix.

      The outspoken Vigil had been adamant when volunteering, though his words further highlighted his unflappable distrust of Ryl and the phrenics. He voiced his displeasure, yet accompanied the group to hold them accountable, to ensure that the phrenics returned to Vim instead of disappearing into anonymity in Damaris. His presence would be an annoyance that Ryl would have to accept.

      With the secret of the phrenic’s talents now come to light, the training regimen for all of Vim’s defenders had been adjusted. The shadows of hatred that lurked in the desolate terrain outside the walls of the city were far faster than an average human, though their speed was marginally less than that of the phrenics. As a part of the daily training, Ryl and the other phrenics had been conscripted to spar with the Vigil. Dulled training weapons, some no more than flattened sticks were required by all.

      The phrenics were permitted access to only a sliver of their power and speed at first. They were assailed by the Vigil individually or in groups, sometimes numbering in excess of ten. For the first few weeks, the hint of power was more than enough to hold their ground. Their Vigil sparring partners were sent home sore and bruised.

      Through consistent and constant training, in a matter of weeks, the tables began to turn. Though they were by no means accessing their full complement of skills, hits on the phrenics grew steadily in numbers. No longer would it require sheer numbers of assailants to score a strike on their phrenic sparring partners. The Vigil were rapidly gaining confidence, growing more skilled, faster and cunning with their deception.

      After Andr, sparring with Nielix was consistently among the more insipid exercises. The man proved hellbent on inflicting harm on Ryl at all costs. His inherent and practiced talents were incredible. As a result of Andr’s cunning, his new ruthlessly dirty fighting style employed any and all means to score a hit.

      Ryl was allowed the same access to his speed as his phrenic counterparts, yet his training was supplemented with the use of a varying assortment of weaponry. Rarely was he permitted to spar with small weapons, analogous to the Leaves. Long swords, two-handed greatswords, bows, spears, axes or even his bare hands were the weapons provided to him. Ryl took to the differing styles with little hesitation, albeit not as readily as with the small blades. He felt as though the instruction was a mere refresher of that which he’d known for cycles yet hadn't maintained in practice.

      From the time the sun crested the top of the mountains, to its fall, Ryl was thrust into rigorous training. The mornings were reserved for his work with the Vigil followed by a short break for food. His studies of the histories and teachings of Vim were squeezed in during a short period before his training with Paasek would begin. He was running far behind schedule today. A quick bite to eat would be all he’d have time for before his more rigorous training began.

      Though Ryl was assigned to and trained with his scout detail daily, his trips outside the walls of Vim had been remanded. The volume of massing Horde lurking outside the boundary of the woods seemed to swell with his presence. It was a subject of debate among the phrenics and the councilors, though no concrete correlation could be determined. It was decided, however, that in the best interest of the phrenics and for Vim, he would remain within the city limits at all times.

      Ryl's pace covered the distance between the training grounds and the Hall of the Phrenic in no time. He looked up at the artful facade of his new home. The architectural wonders of Vim never ceased to amaze him. He was in awe of the detail that had gone into the construction of the hidden city. He stepped through the entrance, letting the familiar feeling of welcome soothe his tired muscles.

      The Hall of the Phrenic was a three-level structure. The entry hall served as a meeting place and dining room for the phrenics. The suite Ryl shared with Andr was among the three such suites on the ground floor. Members of his scouting party, Ramm and Deyalou, occupied the suite across from his. The two others, closer to the great hall were home to the members of the second scout group that had arrived to effect his and Andr’s rescue several moons prior; Paelec and Ghen, and Rhoane and Taq.

      Of the remaining ten phrenics of Vim, only four resided on the level below. Kaep shared a suite with a phrenic named Eria, the youngest phrenic in the city, though only four cycles her junior. In addition, Paasek and Saldaria maintained their own suites on the level below. Saldaria was the eldest of the phrenics, at just shy of one hundred cycles old. She maintained a permanent residence within the city limits as her daily tasks were crucial to their survival. Her hands had a connection with the earth and plants that none could understand. She had nurtured the crops to new heights, producing far greater yields than what nature alone provided, easily outpacing the needs of their swelling population.

      By appearance and action Saldaria appeared to be in the range of thirty cycles. Her hair was still unmarked by the slightest hint of grey, and her energy rivaled any. Such was the wonder and the power of the alexen that flowed through her veins. The remaining six phrenics, as was their choice, had remained with their families or loved ones throughout the city.

      The hall was quiet as Ryl entered. He quickly made his way to the kitchen, tearing off a hunk of this morning’s bread and a small piece of cured meat. The majority of the sustenance provided to the citizens of Vim consisted of fruits and vegetables, harvested from the crops that covered over half of the city’s protected interior. The city also maintained a large pen for livestock, providing meat, milk, and leather as well as two enclosed fishponds set alongside the river that circled half of the city.

      The river flowed from the waterfall that spilled from the mountain heights on the eastern edge of Vim. At its base, a small pool collected before traveling north then west along the border of the rectangular valley they called home. In the northwestern corner, the river ended in a second, smaller pool. Here a powerful eddy pulled the water downward, draining into the depths of an underground river. The wall was built high around the pool. A metal grate had been constructed ages ago just to the east of the eddy, a safety net in place should any fall in the lazy river before that point. To fall in the water past there was certain death.

      It was also at this location in which the city buried their dead. The bodies, staged on small rafts were set loose, committing them into the depths of the swirling waters. Etched into the flattened stone face of the wall was a list of names, a memorial to those who’d passed on from the land of the living. The last sixteen additions to this list had been made all too recently.

      Ryl ate while he walked, exiting the great room through the doorway to the right of the roaring fireplace. The door opened to a staircase leading downward to a small landing. The light from a lantern mounted to the wall illuminated the rough stone steps. From the landing the stairway turned to the left before heading further down into the mountain.

      At the next landing, a long hallway led straight ahead serving as the residences for the phrenics. The first three suites were the only ones occupied on this floor. Space for another forty phrenics was built into the rock of the mountain.

      Ryl’s destination led him further downward. He followed the descending staircase as it doubled back. At the base of the stairs the light from the room beyond flickered up the stairwell. A gentle breeze flowed up the stairs bringing with it the mild aroma of earth, sweat and smoke. Leaving the stairwell and brief hallway, the room opened into a massive circular chamber.

      The ceiling was nearly ten meters high while the diameter stretched to a distance of twenty. Lit by the light of several burning torches, the temperature of the room was warm. A single hallway led off the far end of the chamber, though it ended abruptly in a solid stone wall. Its purpose was a mystery to Ryl.

      To his right, a long row of varied weapons stretched out along the wall. Over the last several moons, Ryl had handled each of the weapons on the racks. His memory jogged by simply holding them in his hands. Though there was a recent familiarity, and his learning rapid, he felt the cycles of training—the knowledge of ages spent in practice—lurking within him, just beyond his conscious grasp.

      Paasek awaited him along the far wall of the chamber. Running the circumference of the room, a stone step jutted out a pace, before giving way to the earthen floor of the indoor training grounds. How many phrenics had trained here before him? What secrets did they understand? In places, the walls were marred with scars from blades, dented from the impact of solid objects or charred from fire.

      Throughout the moons, his study with Paasek had been more mental than physical, yet excruciatingly taxing nonetheless. For entire sessions, Ryl practiced maintaining focus on a rhythmic, slow and steady breathing. Other days, the skill of mindsight was his sole study. He had lost count of the times he’d begun his search only to have his concentration broken and the process started again. Once the application was perfected, Paasek added combat into the mix. In the midst of attack or defense, the councilor would quiz Ryl on the location of other phrenics within the city. At first, the practice caused momentary pauses as he forced his mind to concentrate on the skill while maintaining focus on the task at hand. His failures were rewarded with bruises and with pain.

      As a result of the tutelage and repeated use, the skill had become second nature; the location and information it provided nearly automatic. With hardly a blink of his eyes he could find any phrenic inside the walls of Vim even as he blocked strikes from Paasek with ease. Ryl could penetrate Paasek’s defenses without distraction from the incoming information. As he progressed, so too did the speed of the training. The pair spun around the room in a coordinated volley of strikes and parries, blocks and counter attacks.

      As his skills advanced, a blindfold was often added to the equation. Though the thought of fighting another phrenic was unheard of, the Outland Horde displayed their own signatures, similar to that of the phrenics. Ryl shuddered at the thought of the inky black voids he’d seen in his vision as the Horde had stalked he and Andr from afar. Paasek, with the help of several other phrenics, would stalk silently around the edges of the room, while Ryl remained in the center. In random succession, they’d dart across the area at him, forcing him to evade their incoming attacks. A delayed reaction on his part was followed by a painful strike to his body.

      There were times that the phrenics seemed to relish the chance to cause a small undue amount of discomfort. Muted chuckles echoed through the training chamber as they struck as a coordinated team, intent on bringing him to the ground. Ryl bit his tongue, taking the abuse in stride. His mind was steadied by the reassurance that all had likely faced training similar to this in their time.

      The implementation of the woodskin was far and away the most painful of the skills to train. He and his phrenic tutor would spar in unarmed combat; Ryl would be permanently on defense. Paasek would launch strikes at varying locations on Ryl’s body with ever-changing speed and intensity. Sometimes the blows would come in rapid succession, others would delay for harrowing moments of anticipation as the more experienced phrenic circled patiently.

      The strength contained in even the lightest of strikes from Paasek was tremendous. The phrenic tutor struck with only a fraction of his power, yet the blows still felt as if his fists were made of stone. Ryl couldn’t imagine the force that accompanied a fully powered strike. He squirmed at the thought of the damage. Images of the ruin of the assassins that had failed their assigned task to end his life in the Erlyn flashed before his eyes. He choked back a wave of nausea. Ryl had thought his skill had been adequate. The bruises were a lingering reminder that he still had much to learn.

      The training of the soulborne wind progressed with the advances in understanding the phrenic mindsight and woodskin. Though the skill was foreign to Paasek he’d set up various tasks and practices allowing Ryl to hone the ability towards perfection. At first, wooden dummies clothed with straw filled apparel were arranged around the room. On commands from his mentor, Ryl launched focused attacks with bursts of wind. Powerful blasts were directed at the chest, throwing the dummies into the air while more narrow, focused beams of wind targeted the arms; knocking loose weapons. A large sweeping motion sent a wave of air into the legs, toppling the helpless dummies.

      For more precision training, Paasek tasked Ryl with blowing out the flame of individual candles set in a single candelabra. The initial results were rough. Droplets of wax splattered the wall behind the small wooden table that had been arranged for him. His precision aiming had seen dramatic improvements yet was still far from anything that could be considered mastery.

      Ryl had gained remarkable control over his skills, though he still felt as if a crucial piece was missing. The persistent lingering doubt riddled his mind, reminding him that there was still much he was incapable of. Still much he had yet to understand.

      Ryl smiled at Paasek as he entered the chamber. His cautious eyes assessed the room for signs of any impending attacks. On several occasions, Ryl had been caught off guard; a painful lesson he was determined not to forget. His smile faded into a questioning look as he noted the subtle change in the feeling of the room. There was a distinct air of uncertainty and hesitance.

      Paasek stood stoic with his arms folded across his chest, a stern look written across his face. To his left stood a small table, with a leather pouch the size of his fist resting on its surface. The top was securely cinched shut. To his right, the darkened recesses of the short, dead end tunnel were lit by a single candle burning in a tall, thin holder at its end. Ryl could see the hilt of a small dagger tucked into Paasek's belt, peeking out from behind the edge of his cloak.

      “What’s happening?” Ryl hesitated. He stopped just shy of the center of the earthen floor of the phrenics training circle.

      “I have taught you all that I can, my friend,” Paasek intoned. “The time is past due that you take your place among the phrenics who’ve walked this world.”

      “I still feel there is so much I am missing,” Ryl protested. “That there are missing pieces that have yet to fall into place.”

      Paasek flashed him a sympathetic smile.

      “Fear not, Ryl,” he said. “That is a feeling we have all experienced. It is natural at this point in the process. The skills you’ve exhibited far exceed those phrenic initiates; even most fully awakened phrenics will never achieve them. The raw, uncontrolled power that flows through you now would have driven most to madness, or pushed your body past the bounds of control. It’s a wonder you’ve been able to maintain them.”

      Paasek reached down, scooping up the small pouch from the table. He pivoted to his right, moving into the narrow hallway to his side.

      “Follow me,” he ordered.

      “What happens now?” Ryl asked as he tentatively stepped after the phrenic.

      His body was a mix of emotions. He was hesitant. The fear of the unknown. The uncertainty. The doubt in his readiness slowed his feet. At the same time, he felt the familiar heat, the quickening of the blood as it surged through his veins. With it came the uncontrollable urge to follow.

      Concentrating on placing one foot in front of the other Ryl shadowed the elder phrenic. As he entered the passage, the skin on his left breast, the home of the transference of power began to itch. The itching intensified with every step. He stopped suddenly, clutching at his chest. His skin in the center of the tattoo felt as if it were being twisted in place, stretching and pulling of its own accord. Ryl lifted his shirt, letting out an audible gasp at the sight. The concentric pattern of circular bands in the center of the tattoo were slowly rotating, each in a different direction.

      Paasek reached the end of the hall ahead of his, turning toward Ryl.

      “The transference,” Paasek gaped in wonder. “It’s fascinating to witness. You must work through the pain, Ryl.” He extended his hand toward Ryl, motioning him closer.

      Ryl let his shirt fall as he inhaled a deep, steadying breath. Each footstep was marked with increased pain as the bands on his chest rotated faster.

      “The chamber beyond has but two purposes,” Paasek whispered. His voice resounded in Ryl’s head like thunder. “The first is to break the seals, granting access to the full power of the transference.”

      Paasek removed the small dagger from his belt; the blade, colored crimson red, sparkled in the flickering light of the candle. As if in response to the blade’s presence, the faint, broken outline of a hand began to glow on the face of the wall at the end of the passage.

      “The second purpose is the awakening,” Passed continued. “Though I’ve read no record of them being done simultaneously.”

      He extended his arm, in his palm was the small pouch from the table.

      “Should I be prepared for anything in particular?” Ryl questioned, his confidence wavering.

      “Inside you will find a small chamber, in the center of which burns an undying flame,” Paasek explained. “The fire requires but two things. The first being the contents of this pouch.”

      Paasek dropped the small bag into Ryl’s hand. The contents were surprisingly heavy for the size.

      “And the second?” Ryl wondered.

      The elder phrenic flipped the small dagger around in his hand offering it handle first to Ryl.

      “Your blood.”
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      Ryl hesitantly accepted the knife from Paasek. The handle felt hot, as if it had been resting in a fire, yet the touch didn’t burn his skin.

      “I can accompany you no further,” Paasek said.

      Ryl looked at the phrenic, who smiled with a nod of his head.

      “What you experience inside will be an intimately personal event,” he whispered. “No phrenic will ever ask for details, nor are any to be given. When you are ready, place your hand on the wall and the pathway will open before you. You need not carry your weapons inside.”

      Ryl froze a moment before he removed the customized holster Deyalou had created, handing it with the Leaves to Paasek.

      The phrenic placed his hand on Ryl’s shoulder, the weight of his stony arm pushing him down. With a gentle squeeze and a nod of his head, he strode from the narrow hallway. Ryl listened for the sound of his footfall as they crossed the training grounds, continuing up the stairs until they faded away into silence.

      He was alone.

      The hand on the wall pulsed with a dull red glow, shining momentarily before fading back to the smoothed grey stone of the wall. Ryl closed his eyes, focusing on his breathing, calming his fraying nerves. The pain in his chest was tremendous, yet the call from his blood, driving him forward, overpowered the agony. The call from within was deafening; he could feel the voices urging him onward. He carefully tucked the blade of the knife into his belt, before extending his right hand toward the wall.

      He paused. His hand hovered a fingers width from the wall. The glowing outline on the stone burned bright, lighting the corridor with an intense red glow. Snaking tendrils of red vapor crept from the wall wrapping around Ryl’s hand. He resisted as the vapor tugged against him. The pull became overpowering, reeling his palm toward the mark on the stone. His resistance was insignificant, his strength immaterial compared to the magnetic attraction. Ryl's eyes were glued to the point of impact, watching with wary anticipation as his hand crept closer.

      As his palm contacted the glowing mark on the wall, his body was flooded with an overwhelming sense of relief and clarity. The burning sensation from his chest had intensified as he felt the rings rotating with terrifying speed. The pain was inconsequential to the calm that now coursed through his body.

      The glowing tendrils surrounding his hand released their hold, wisping away into nothingness like smoke escaping a dying fire. The glowing handprint on the wall faded out; the pull drawing him to the stone vanished. Ryl removed his hand from the cold rock of the wall.

      For a moment there was nothing.

      Only a hint of pain remained in his chest as it peaked over the salve that his blood provided. With a deafening groan and the grating of stone on stone, the wall before him shook. A cloud of dirt and dust released from its edges as its motion disturbed untold cycles of accumulation. The massive slab of rock withdrew into the wall on his right, revealing the chamber within.

      True to its description, the opening beyond was lit by the light of a single, wide flame, burning out of a shallow depression in the floor. The air forced out through the opening door was warm, yet did not smell of smoke. Ryl cautiously stepped beyond the receding stone door, his feet finding the earthen floor of the chamber with a muffled crunch of loose dirt.

      Compared to the marvels of architecture present throughout Vim, the chamber he stepped into was drab. The walls and ceiling were rough, glistening with moisture; more natural in appearance than fabricated by hand. The room was small, spanning less than five meters across.

      There was another groan from the wall behind him. He whipped around just in time to see the stone slab of a door slam into place with a deafening thud. The fire dimmed in response as the doorway closed. Ryl threw himself against the door in an involuntary response to the sight. His heart rate surged as he pushed against the rock with all his might. The stone gave no hint of moving.

      Ryl put his head against the warm slick wall. He could hear the rapid cadence of his heart beating in his ears. He could feel the reverberations rippling through the floor, as the fire danced along to the beat.

      The pain in his chest surged as his blood abruptly cooled. He fell to his knees, clutching his chest, the pouch rolling to the ground in front of him. Ryl squinted his eyes working through the pain as he crawled forward to collect the offering. With a grunt, he snatched the small bag, rising first to his knees then hobbling to his feet.

      With hands shaking from the pain, he struggled to open the pouch. A potent waft of complex aromas filled the room as the bag revealed its contents. The orange, powdery mixture inside smelled of earth, spice and a piney scent that reminded him of the forest. He shook his hand, jostling the contents, still in shock at the heft of the powder inside.

      With a sigh, Ryl took a staggered step forward, the heat from the flame growing more intense. Holding his shaking hand out above the fire, Ryl turned over the pouch, emptying its contents. As the mixture made contact with the fire, the greedy flames leaped up the column of powder. Ryl released his hold on the bag, falling back a step, shielding his face and eyes as the plume of fire reached the ceiling.

      For a moment the heat was stifling—Ryl felt as if he was burning alive—and the flare of light blinding. The heat and pain quickly subsided, yet his vision still suffered. He blinked his eyes, rubbing them with the base of his palms, working to correct his vision.

      A thick layer of smoke covered the ceiling of the chamber; the clouds within churned with the turmoil of a storm. Ryl watched as the dense wall of seething grey sank toward the floor. He pulled up on the collar of his shirt, covering his nose as the veil descended over his head. The thickened air was oppressive, and the haze burned his eyes. He gagged as the smoke found its way into his lungs. Ryl doubled over, hacking as the cloud replaced the oxygen in the chamber. The coughing fit only served to suck more of the pungent smoke into his lungs.

      Thankfully the layer of smoke passed quickly, though Ryl remained hunched over with his hands on his knees. He savored the clean air above as he watched the cloud reach the floor through tearing eyes. The thick grey mass dissolved as it touched the earth. Fleeing tendrils of smoke vanished as they rose from the ground.

      His lungs sucked in breath after breath of the fresh air. Though the smoke had cleared, the fog in his head remained. He felt dizzy, and his legs felt weak, tingling from loss of feeling. The sensation rapidly worked upward from the lower extremities of his body. Ryl panicked as the touch, or lack thereof, grew in his fingertips.

      There was one more task that needed completion.

      Ryl’s right hand fumbled as it withdrew the blood-red dagger from his waistband. He squeezed his fist around the blade’s handle until his knuckles went white. With all the concentration he could muster he closed his left fist around the thin blade. He squeezed it shut for a moment before wrenching the burning knife from his hand.

      The razor’s edge of the blade cut a thin line across his palm. The skin on either side of the incision splayed open for a moment before the blood pooled in its crease. He held his clenched fist out over the fire—a thin stream of blood rushed toward the waiting flame.

      The fire erupted as the first drop of falling blood ignited. A wave of energy surged outward forcing him off his feet, throwing him backward into the wall behind. The room exploded into a blinding white light.
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      Ryl no longer felt his body. The tingle, the pins and needles that had started in his legs and arms had vanished. The agonizing twisting and stretching of the skin on his chest had faded along with his senses.

      Surrounding him was an aura of pure white.

      His vision was limited to the arc of his eyes. He had no sense of direction. No understanding of up nor of down. He had no sense of temperature, neither heat nor cold. There was no sound.

      For a moment he remained motionless.

      Slowly, his sense of self returned. The feeling started with his head, moving down his spine as it spread throughout his body. Still there was no pain from the slash in his hand, there was no hint of agony from the torquing skin on his chest. With his head now mobile he rotated it from side to side, surveying the surrounding scene.

      Up. Down. Left. Right

      In every direction, all was a wash of white.

      With his senses restored, Ryl looked at his body. He was naked. His eyes traveled to the tattoo on his chest. The rings rotated with a dizzying speed. The perfectly depicted lines coalesced into a blur. Yet still he felt nothing.

      He placed his right hand on his chest, covering the swirling tattoo. There was no hint of motion, only the steady beat of his racing heart.

      Ryl called on the mindsight.

      His body rejected the attempt.

      Ryl waved his hand, projecting the soulborne wind outward in a lazy arc.

      There was no wind save for the gentle wake from his arm’s movement.

      His body felt whole, yet somehow, deep inside he felt incomplete. The alexen, the power that surged through his veins was gone. He felt more exposed by the absence of the familiar feeling than he did with the absence of clothing. The sensation had been a constant companion the entirety of his life. The cavity left in its place was shocking. He felt as if a monumental void had opened in his body, as if a great piece of him was missing.

      The feeling terrified him.

      Ryl inclined his head, opening his mouth to scream in frustration. No sound escaped his lips. Slamming his eyes shut, he curled into a fetal position.

      He was empty.

      He was alone.

      He was afraid.
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      If Ryl could have sobbed, he would have. He wrapped his arms around his knees squeezing his body tighter and tighter. In frustration, he slammed his fist down.

      The jarring contact with something solid snapped him back to his senses. The left side of his body felt chilled. He opened his fist, running his hand across the smooth surface beneath it.

      Ryl opened his eyes slowly pushing himself up to his knees. He was kneeling in a corridor between the vertical fronts of two mountains. His body was in the center of a massive circle paved with perfectly interlocking, smoothed stones. The circular area formed the low point of a wide bowl. Around it, a field of green grass stretched outward, rising gently until it met the vertical walls of stone. In the narrow gap between the mountains, the grass continued upward following the slight rise in the earth, blocking his view beyond the depression in which he kneeled. The still, green grasses created a jagged line as they met the brilliant light blue of the sky.

      The mountains on either side were a stark contrast to each other. Each, however, looked and felt familiar, as if he’d known their faces for ages.

      To his right, cracked rocks and jagged points dominated the features of the mountain range. His vision followed the range toward the horizon in the distance. The colors of the sky bleached from blue to white. Dark grey clouds stood out against the colorless sky. Overhead, a swirling black sun leached the color from the surrounding area. Few trees and vegetation grew. The ones that did were stunted; their gnarled branches clawed with sharp pointed barbs. Blood red flowers grew on the stunted, darkened shrubs scattered along the base of the range. Around them an endless plain of windswept desolation stretched out to the horizon.

      To his left, the mountains were solid, their rolling peaks topped with a healthy green covering of moss and wild grasses. The sky darkened to a deep blue in the distance. Wisps of fluffy white clouds were scattered throughout the sky. A brilliant golden sun shone down on the surrounding landscape. The trees were full of life, their green branches laden with fruit. Rolling fields of green grasses thrived as far as his eyes could see.

      Ryl slowly pivoted his body, admiring the conflicting scenery. There was still beauty to be found in the fractured mountains, just as much as it radiated from the healthy land on its opposite. As he completed his rotation, he noted movement from atop the rise between the ranges. The silhouette of a man appeared, gliding its way purposefully down the grassy hill toward his position on the circle of stone.

      As the man approached, the details of the figure resolved. His wavy hair, parted to one side, and the crooked smile were a mirror image of what Ryl’s memory recalled. A long grey cloak billowed out behind his as he approached with measured strides. Though his appearance was no longer that of a translucent green apparition, Ryl recognized his identity immediately.

      Caprien.

      The phrenic stopped a pace away from Ryl, offering a mild bow.

      “Hello, Ryl,” Caprien said. His voice was full of energy and life. “It’s great to see you again.”

      “Aye, Caprien,” Ryl croaked. “What is this place?”

      The ancient phrenic spun around, his arms held out to each side.

      “This is a nexus. A sacred meeting place of sorts, yet it has no name, nor does it need one,” Caprien stated bluntly.

      “A meeting place?” Ryl stuttered. “A meeting place for whom?”

      “For the phrenic, of course,” he said matter-of-factly. “A hub from which all information travels.”

      “Is this real?” Ryl quizzed.

      Caprien tilted his head slightly, crossing his arms across his chest.

      “That is up to you, my friend,” he said. “Whether this place is tangible or merely a figment of your imagination matters not. There are very few reasons for one to come here.”

      He paused, and his eyes focused on Ryl’s arms, then his chest. On the tattoo.

      The Transference of Power.

      “It seems you are here for two of them,” Caprien stated. “A surprise, I must admit, but I digress.”

      Caprien folded his hands behind his back, slowly pacing in a circle around Ryl.

      “You see, my friend, time has no meaning here,” he explained. “Whether it had been a moon or an eternity, it would feel the same to me.”

      Ryl’s eyes followed the phrenic as he circled. Caprien tilted his head back, gazing into the sky above, letting out an audible sigh.

      “As meaningless as time may be, in the same regard, I feel drawn by a profound longing,” he admitted. “I am anxious to complete my final task. I yearn to be reunited with my brethren.”

      “The transference,” Ryl gasped. “That is your final process, is it not?”

      “Aye, my friend,” Caprien beamed. “The process of transference requires two steps. In the world of the living, you were marked. The power that flowed through me, my experiences, my training, my heartbreak, my joys in life, all were transferred to you. The alexen in your blood are the keepers of that knowledge, though some inevitably becomes accessible to you in the process. Others they release from time to time when they see fit.”

      Ryl opened his mouth to question, but Caprien continued his explanation.

      “Here, the process reaches its conclusion,” he explained, stopping his orbit in front of Ryl once more.

      He held out his left hand, palm up for Ryl to see. In its center was an identical circle, like Ryl’s chest; its featureless interior a blur of black. As he extended his hand toward Ryl’s chest, the motion slowed; the designs of the rotating bands resolving into detail.

      The skin on his chest heated, a gentle warmth spread throughout his body bringing with it a wave of comfort. He looked from Caprien’s hand to his chest—the bands were slowing their rotation, gradually spinning to a stop. He watched in wonder as they came to a pause, starting from the inside, working their way outward. The random patterns interlocked, forming a cloistered path. A connected path to which there was neither a beginning nor an end.

      Ryl glanced up at Caprien’s hand as the last of the rings ceased their rotation. The design etched into his hand was the inverse of what appeared on Ryl’s chest. He knew without question that the designs were a perfect fit.

      “This process will be jarring, though not so much as the first,” Caprien stated. “I apologize for that. What needed to be done was done. You needed to see.”

      “Wait,” Ryl spouted abruptly. “I have a question first.”

      Caprien paused his hand hovered just off Ryl’s chest. There was a magnetism between the designs; he felt the pull growing stronger with every passing breath.

      “You mentioned ‘they’ before,” Ryl quizzed. “The alexen. You speak of them as if they are living beings. Are they here with us now?”

      “They are living, though not in the same sense that you are alive,” Caprien said cryptically. “The answer to your question, whether they are here now, will be simple, once you learn to understand.”

      Ryl was confused by his answer. He opened his mouth to seek clarification, yet Caprien continued.

      “Now, I’m afraid my part must come to a close, my friend,” Caprien sighed. “You have an insurmountable power inside you, Ryl, let me aid you in the trials that lay ahead. There will be no barriers preventing you from accessing the entirety of my skills. Do good in all you do. Though we may not meet again, I will always be with you.”

      Caprien extended his hand, placing it directly atop the handprint on Ryl's chest. His head tilted back at an unnatural angle, his mouth fell open, and his face distorted as if screaming in agony. No sound escaped his lips.

      The incoming flood of information was overwhelming. The sum of his own personal life experience was infinitesimal compared to the lifetimes of comprehension that flowed into him.

      In a flash, he saw the fragmented images of Caprien’s most precious and cherished moments surge through his mind. He saw the visions of the phrenic who’d ceded his powers to Caprien. He watched as the cycle repeated back through the ages. The deluge of images was over in an instant; his mind struggled to stay afloat. He felt as if it were drowning in information, far too much for any mind to decipher and comprehend so rapidly.

      Ryl relived the ages of training, the practice and the battles as if they'd just happened. His muscles remembered skills he'd never before practiced in the blink of an eye.

      Above all else, the emotions lingered. Ryl felt love, hope, fear, jealousy, hatred, betrayal, compassion, remorse along with a host of others pour through him, saturating every inch of his body. He felt the uncontrollable urge to burst into tears, and the unexplainable urge to break into a fit of laughter.

      As the emotions rolled through his body, his legs failed him; he fell to his knees, collapsing hard onto the smoothed stone. The body of Caprien faded from view, leaving only a hint of green vapor in his place. The green mist swirled for a moment before dissolving into the wind.

      Caprien was gone.

      Again.

      Ryl's heart ached with the loss. He surveyed his surroundings once more.

      He was alone.

      Again.
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      Ryl's legs trembled as he forced his body to stand. His simple movements felt foreign as his mind struggled to comprehend the deluge of new information. He attempted a step only to stumble forward, collapsing to the ground once more. Even the act of arresting his fall with his hands was abnormally difficult. He struck the ground with a dizzying force.

      How long he lay motionless on the cold stone circle, he was unsure. He dared not move his body for fear that it would refuse to respond. How long would his mind take to catch up to the changes that had occurred in him?

      Uncertainty spurred his action. Finally, daring the motion, Ryl worked himself onto his back. His eyes traveled the extent of the blue sky above him. He squeezed them shut, focusing on searching the surrounding area with his mindsight. Still there was no response; the unfamiliar emptiness resounded.

      What had caused his alexen to disappear? Why couldn’t he assert even the slightest grain of control over his newfound skills?

      Eventually, Ryl pulled himself up into a seated position. He had no concept of how long he had lingered on the stone. The two contrasting suns remained locked in place, as if suspended by unseen ropes in the sky.

      The feeling started as no more than a tickle in his senses, but quickly blossomed. He had the profound awareness as if he was being watched. The sensation was remarkably different from that which he’d grown accustomed to within the confines of The Stocks. There, the hateful eyes of the guards bored into him. He had felt smothered by their animosity and unbridled scorn.

      The sensation he experienced now contained no animosity. It flowed over him in a wave of welcome, akin to the telltale sensation he experienced when close to other phrenics. Its strength grew exponentially, overpowering his senses, washing his doubts and worries away with a surge of serenity.

      There was movement again on the hill from whence Caprien had arrived. One by one, semi-translucent, green apparitions appeared over the crest. Their wavering figures were silhouetted against the horizon. They glided down the grassy decline, single armed cloaks billowing out mildly as they approached.

      At first their entrance came as a slow trickle. Their staggered appearances increased steadily, and soon they flowed over the hill in numbers beyond counting. From the opposite peak of the rise behind, their silent advance matched the others as they filled the gentle sloping hills around where he stood with startling speed.

      Their approach halted at the border of the circular stone floor. They remained silent as their numbers continued to multiply. Ryl rose to his feet, ignorant of the foreign feeling that came from the use of his legs. He rotated slowly, watching in fascination as they packed into a single, tight group. The bowl he stood in was nearing the verge of overflowing, when the last of the green specters arrived. For a moment, he watched in fascination as they took their places with the others. The apparitions stood like statues, motionless save for the gentle movement of their cloaks.

      The silence stretched on as Ryl surveyed the masses that surrounded him. The details of the ghostly figures were strikingly clear; each man and woman wore a similar impassive look across their face. To an individual, all looked familiar, as if he’d known their faces, yet never knew their names.

      In unison, the phrenics spoke. Their lips remained locked, sealed in the same expression, yet their voices resonated from within. The sound came from all sides at once. Ryl could hear the distinct voices of the countless thousands that surrounded him. He could make out the slight differences in their inflection, yet they spoke in perfect unison.

      Though startling in numbers, the combined voices came as nothing more than a whisper.

      “It is time you understand the true power, the knowledge that lives inside of you,” the sound echoed in his ears, reverberating through his body.

      The waves of sound highlighted the absence, the supreme loss he felt from the disappearance of the alexen. It was in that instant, that the realization dawned on him. The force of the impact the knowledge imparted caused Ryl to fall backward a step.

      The alexen had returned.

      They now stood a matter of meters away, gathered in a mass around the edge of the stone circle.

      With perfect unison, the impassive looks on their faces morphed into a knowing smile.

      “It is time you answer your true calling,” the voices rose in volume, taking on a song-like quality. “There is unbalance among the scales of light and dark. It is time that you take your place among the ranks of phrenic before you.”

      “Enlightened.”

      “Let our combined knowledge guide you.”

      “Empowered.”

      “Let our united strength flow through your arms.”

      “Enhanced.”

      “Let our speed radiate from your veins.”

      “Awakened.”

      “Let the marks on your skin be a reminder to all.”

      As the apparitions finished speaking, Ryl felt the air around him shift, followed by a sensation that made his stomach churn. He felt the stone beneath his feet drop away as his body lifted into the air. Though he only elevated a matter of a few meters the sudden change was alarming. From the group there came a sudden wave of anticipation.

      He turned his head to the side, in response, his body spun slowly in the same direction. One at a time, individuals from the gathering of the translucent specters of the phrenic surrounding him rose to meet him.

      As the first cleared the heads of those standing beside it, the figure darted forward. The phrenic closed the distance between he and Ryl in a flash. Dropping its shoulder, the apparition barreled into Ryl at full speed. With little warning, he clenched the muscles in his core, flinching as he braced for the impact.

      The expected force of the collision between their bodies was absent. Ryl felt a hint of warmth radiate throughout his body, followed by a tingling feeling in his right arm, just above his wrist. His eyes grew wide. At the epicenter of the sensation, a tiny patch of black appeared on his skin.

      Following the first, the specters slammed into his body with increasing speed. From all directions they assailed him. Every impact spreading the warmth that brewed within his veins. He could feel the alexen that had been absent increasing piece by piece. He watched with rapt attention as the individual black dots tattooed his body from within.

      Beginning at his right wrist, the individual points formed designs that snaked their way up his forearm, passed his elbow, covering it to his shoulder. Ryl rotated his arm watching as the patterns formed before his eyes. It was of little surprise that the foundation of the design was treen in nature. The markings were textured like bark with the leafy vines that crisscrossed over his arm. The winding vines were eerily reminiscent of those surrounding the heart of the Erlyn. Even the most minute details of the designs were evident, yet they seemed to move with a blurring speed distorting the image. His eyes could never focus on the same point again, as if the image was in a constant state of flux. The sturdy tree and its vines appeared to be swaying, as if caught in the grasp of a powerful, unseen wind.

      Over his right shoulder the final pair of leaves at the pinnacle of the vines deviated from those below. They crossed over each other, one point touching the inside, the other the outside of his shoulder. They were instantly recognizable to Ryl. The leaves radiated waves of heat as they burned with fire.

      Ryl admired the beauty of the masterwork on his right arm. His eyes traveled to his opposite arm. He couldn’t help the feeling of alarm as the pinpoints of black continued spreading down his left arm. Ryl scanned the surrounding phrenic apparitions; their numbers had diminished significantly, though thousands remained.

      His left arm filled rapidly, as the apparitions continued to flow into him. The familiar warmth grew steadily into a fire within his veins. Ryl watched as those remaining grew fewer and fewer, their impacts grew more sporadic. He counted the last remaining phrenics.

      Three.

      Two.

      One.

      The last collided with an unexpected, jarring impact that sent him plummeting to the ground. He struck the circular stone flat on his back with a force that stole the air from his lungs. The golden sun in the distance flared, drowning his vision in white.
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      Ryl opened his eyes to a view of the natural rock of the small cavern above his head. The warm air smelled fresh and clean, with only a lingering hint of the pungent smoke remaining. Cautiously, he sat upright, finding his body only a meter from the steady flame in the center of the room. The blood red knife lay on the ground by his side.

      His first thoughts were of extreme hunger and devastating thirst. How long had he remained in the nexus? He rose to his feet, surprised to find the clumsy, unnatural feeling of his movements gone. He was again fully clothed, though the touch of his pants and shirt felt exceedingly scratchier and stiffer.

      Bending down, he reached for the small blade with his right hand, smiling as he noted the markings covering his arm. The tattoos somehow looked more realistic now than they had when they were applied. He focused on the woodskin; hardening the skin of his arm. The crust formed without hesitation, instantaneously covering his arm with a thick, rough bark. The undyed flesh of his arm, peeking out from between the tattoos, retained its natural coloration yet it appeared to be made entirely of wood.

      He let the protection slip as he tucked the small knife into his belt. Never before had calling on his skills been so fluid, so second nature. He focused on the mindsight, locating the other phrenics without a second thought. He held out his right hand calling in the soulborne wind. The air around his hand spun with the power of a tornado. As the wind whipped around the small chamber the sleeve of his left arm fluttered, sliding partway up, exposing the black line of tattoos. He let the torrent of wind dissipate back into nothing.

      Ryl had grown accustomed to the heightened senses after ridding the toxins of the masquerading treatments from his body. Each of his senses now fired in overdrive. Visual details were enhanced; the room appeared brighter and more defined, as if a filter obscuring the minute intricacies was removed from his eyes.

      The shuffle of his feet on the earthen floor was clearly audible as he made his way to the closed stone door. He could hear the scratch of his clothing as it brushed against his skin.

      Ryl placed his hand on the stone door. Sudden pangs of hunger caused his stomach to rumble, contracting in pain. The growl echoed through the chamber. His mouth and throat were parched and painfully dry; swallowing came with a moderate level of difficulty. As soon as his fingers contacted the door, it groaned from within as it began to withdraw into the wall to his right. He could feel every grain of the coarse stone as they brushed against his fingertips.

      The door stopped with a deafening thump as it completed its opening. Outside, the narrow hallway was dim, illuminated only by flickering light from the torches burning in the training circle. The room was vacant and appeared as if no one had trained on its hard, earthen floor for some time.

      On the small table to the side of the exit from the hallway a large waterskin waited patiently. Ryl unstoppered the welcome find, drinking greedily from its contents. The temperature of the water matched the room. How long had it awaited his return? The stone panel slowly ground to a close behind him. He turned his head at the sound, watching momentarily as the interior of the awakening chamber disappeared from view.

      Ryl experienced a moment of panic. How long had he been gone? He triggered the mindsight—automatically locating all the phrenics again with ease. It seemed that all were gathered in the hall above. His ears picked up the muffled sounds of conversation drifting down the stairwell. The scent of freshly baked bread reached his nose; his stomach growled. The intense hunger and the lure of waiting sustenance propelled him forward.

      He took the stairs two at a time ascending from within the depths of the mountain. As Ryl reached the landing before the ground floor, he heard the conversation in the room above cease. A profound feeling of relief flowed from the hall.

      Stepping out of the stairwell the feeling swelled like the rise of the tide, threatening to wash him back down the stairs. The main hall was in a state of disorganized chaos. Books and scrolls of all shapes and sizes were strewn across the surface of the grand table. The small tables by the door and against the side wall were likewise stacked high with tome after tome.

      Even more of a surprise was the physical state of the phrenics. Several menders tended to the phrenics seated around the wooden table. Rags stained with blood were piled on the end. Ticco, Mender Brasley's apprentice, was carrying a shovel full towards the fire burning quietly in the hearth. The apprentice froze, mouth agape as Ryl materialized from the stairwell.

      Without exception, the phrenics regarded him with a look of relief, smiles spreading across their faces. The comfort was eclipsed as fear crept into Ryl’s mind.

      A momentary panic set in.

      “Was there an attack?” Ryl asked in a rush.

      “No, Ryl,” Paasek answered for the group. “There's no need to worry. All are well.”

      Ryl surveyed the room. The phrenics spread out through the hall were most certainly not well. All were bloodied; streaks of crimson stretched down from their noses. All looked exhausted.

      “Then, what happened?” he inquired, waving his arm over the scene in the hall.

      Paasek rose from his chair, motioning for Mender Brasley’s attention.

      “Excuse us a moment, if you please,” Paasek announced to the menders and their apprentices who were still busy tending to the bloodied phrenics. Brasley opened his mouth to complain, a look of profound disappointment written across his face. The mender thought better of the argument, collecting Ticco and heading from the hall.

      After the last of the menders and their staff grudgingly filed from the room, Paasek sat wearily back in his chair.

      “You see, Ryl, the awakening process has an impact on all phrenics,” Paasek explained, blotting a rag against his nose. The white rag came back with a small stain of crimson.

      “Most here have experienced it before you and the phenomenon is well chronicled,” Paasek continued. “The effects are generally mild and include minor disorientation. The length and severity in your case has been a concern to all, my friend. We've been poring through every writing we could dig up, meditating on every piece of information locked inside our blood, yet none have been able to shed any light.”

      “I'm sorry to have worried you all,” Ryl expressed. “How long have I been in there?”

      The phrenics around the table exchanged uneasy glances as if none wanted to divulge the information. Paasek continued speaking for the group.

      “Ryl, it's been nearly two moons since you entered the chamber,” he admitted.

      The information sent Ryl's head reeling. How could it have been that long? He was only in the chamber for what seemed like a matter of minutes. In his heart and in his blood he knew the answer to be true. The words of Caprien had admitted as much. Time had no meaning in the nexus.

      “What of all the preparations?” Ryl asked, changing the subject. “Are they still on schedule?”

      “Aye, that they are,” Paasek acknowledged with a subtle shake of his head and a weak chuckle. “The roses grow larger daily. Saldaria is confident that they’ll produce the necessary leaves in time.”

      Ryl exhaled a heavy sigh of relief.

      “I'm afraid our Vigil counterparts will no doubt curse your return though,” Paasek intoned. “Since your awakening began, our powers have been unpredictable. In many cases, they’re been unresponsive. Our diminished skills have led to a dramatic swelling of the Vigil’s collective ego.”

      There was a half-hearted chuckle from a few of the phrenics around the room.

      “I must admit, their improvement has continued steadily,” Paasek acknowledged. “Your mercenary friend is a fine teacher. Andr has pushed them with a ruthless vigor since you entered the chamber. He no doubt relishes his pupils’ successes over the phrenics. He was none too pleased with us that he wasn't notified of your awakening.”

      Ryl’s stomach answered with a low growl that was heard by all. Paasek sprang from his chair at the head of the table at the sound, ushering Ryl to sit.

      “Eria, please grab some food from the kitchen for our newest phrenic,” Paasek ordered politely. The young phrenic hurried off without a word.

      As Ryl eased into the chair, he realized just how exhausted he was. His body may have remained idle in the chamber, yet he had been anything but inactive during his out-of-body experience. The mental exhaustion was overpowering. His mind was still coming to terms with the deluge of information that had now become freely accessible.

      Ryl ate ravenously as the small portion of food was placed in front of him. He was well aware of the dangers of consuming too much after such a long period without, yet his appetite could not be restrained. How his body had survived the duration of the awakening without sustenance would forever be a mystery.

      As he ate, the conversion carried on around him. He could feel the eyes of the other phrenics studying the new markings on his arm. The markings to a phrenic were as recognizable as a face. Once it was committed to memory, it would be forever identifiable.

      The phrenics gathered in the hall looked weary. Their eyes were bloodshot from lack of sleep, and most still dabbed at the remnants of bloody noses. Ryl noted that a few had stains of blood that ran down from under their ears. Blood notwithstanding, Ryl was sure he looked as haggard as the rest of the phrenics.

      He eased back in his chair, resting his head for a moment against the top of its high, wooden back.

      Paasek cleared his throat, drawing the attention of all in the room.

      “The evening grows late,” Paasek announced, moving to stand just to the side of Ryl's chair. “The last few moons have been a test on all. We, phrenic of Vim are stronger now for it. Though all phrenics would undoubtedly see you for who you are, let the markings on your arm be a permanent reminder.”

      Ryl felt his cheeks flush with red at the undue attention.

      “From this moment forward, and evermore, you are phrenic in both deed and blood,” he announced. The cheer that rose from the lips of those assembled belied the exhaustion in their eyes.

      “Thank you, my friends,” Ryl said graciously.

      He surveyed the room. How much had they all suffered during his awakening? He felt the pang of guilt as he met the eyes of his phrenic brethren surrounding him. His eyes lingered momentarily on the far side of the table from where he sat. There the other members of his scout detail, Kaep, Deyalou, Vox and Ramm smiled proudly.

      “You're welcome,” Deyalou said with a playful smile. “Only next time would you please not take so long.”

      There was scattered laughter from the phrenics assembled in the hall. Paasek merely shook his head at the remark. Ryl could feel the nervous tension evaporate from the room in the wake of the comment, yet he rose slowly from his chair.

      “I'm sorry for keeping you waiting,” he replied as he carefully removed his cloak, resting it on the high back of his chair. “Though I cannot be certain, I only assume this had something to do with the delay.”

      Ryl hesitantly rolled the sleeve of his left arm up, revealing the fresh markings underneath. There was a collective gasp from the room—several phrenics sprung to their feet, their eyes wide.

      “Impossible,” Vox stammered as he rose to his feet. “The powers have never been manifested in both arms. There’s no record of this happening before.” He quickly rounded the table, approaching Ryl from the left.

      “And yet, here they are,” Ryl professed. “Though I must admit, I know not the reasoning, or what they signify.”

      A brilliant sun covered his elbow, extending outward a hands width down his forearm as well as up over his bicep. There were large tracts of unmarked skin inside the burning ball of flame. Lines of radiating fire appeared to shift as if the sun burned away on his arm. Above and below the fiery orb, his skin was tattooed solid black. The darkness stretched down to his left wrist and upward, curling over the top of his shoulder. Whether by design or not, it looked as if it was glowing

      “Was there no hint as to the purpose?” Paasek asked curiously.

      Ryl shook his head as Paasek placed his hand on the side of his elbow. The elder phrenic’s face took on a puzzled expression as he slid his hand down to Ryl’s forearm.

      “The skin is noticeably warmer,” he announced.

      Ryl flinched in discomfort as the phrenics that now surrounded him took turns touching his skin, gauging the difference in temperature, inspecting every minute detail. Kaep remained apart from the group, contented in her amusement at the groping attention.

      “Unsettling as this may be, the secrecy as to its purpose isn’t all together unsurprising," Paasek announced. "While you have been granted access to the knowledge and powers inherent in your blood, the alexen still function with their own will of sorts. They still covet their secrets, through rest assured, they will impart the wisdom when the time is right.”

      Ryl found a small degree of comfort in the reassurance, though his uncertainty lingered. He vowed to focus on learning what he could as time allowed.

      Thankfully soon after the impromptu examination ceased, the phrenics began excusing themselves from the hall. Eager for rest and time to recharge, Ryl was quick to follow.

      Heavy from exhaustion, his eyes closed the moment he collapsed into his bed. Once asleep, the night terrors again ravaged his riddled mind.
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      Ryl walked alone, his sluggish pace taking him across a narrow stone bridge spanning the river that flowed underneath. A low parapet guarded each side of the roadway, while stone foundations supported arches some ten meters above the water. To his front, a small town spread along the banks of the river.

      Stretching out into the water on the far side of the river were a row of narrow wooden piers. Small fishing vessels and sailing boats thumped carelessly in their berths. The street bordering the dock featured a row of stalls where vendors would sell their catch or various wares. A tavern and inn were mixed in among four moderately sized warehouses. Across the main avenue stretching into the heart of the town, shops and various multi-story residences were arranged in a neat row.

      Clothing swayed quietly from balconies. The wooden signs detailing the varied shop’s insignias squeaked as they swayed in the morning breeze. The village was devoid of any signs of life. Ryl paused as he reached the center of the bridge. Something was amiss. The oppressive, choking feeling of hatred started to creep into his senses.

      He reached for the Leaves, alarmed to discover that they, along with their custom holster were gone. From around the corner of the first row of buildings glided the shadowed figures of seven warriors. Ryl pivoted his head looking for an avenue of escape. From the trees bordering the road at the opposite side of the bridge, a similar party of seven blocked his path. Each held a vicious looking longsword in one hand, a circular shield in the other.

      Their shields were stained black, matching the darkness that emanated from their bodies. Each shield was ringed with an uneven arrangement of pointed spikes dyed blood red. A crude design of a face was painted by hand on each. The designs were all similar yet expressed a uniqueness all their own. All shields had two white streaks for eyes, a white splotch for a nose and a slightly curved line of crimson dots for a mouth. The hint of a smile was lost with the animosity that poured from the holders.

      The two parties began slowly closing in on him. Every step left a stain of black on the surrounding ground. The darkness spread, choking off the road. From upstream, the darkness, like a spill of black on the water, flowed silently toward the bridge. From downstream, the inky coating crawled up the river, pulling itself over the lazy rapids.

      A fight on the bridge pinned in between two foes, unarmed as he was, would be suicide. Ryl charged forward, striking the black cloaked figures with a focused blast of wind. Their approach slowed as their shields took the brunt of the gale, yet all remained afoot. Again he tried—the gout of wind dissipated against their shields, their cloaks flapping angrily in its wake.

      Ryl retreated a step as the parties closed on both sides. He was unarmed. He was defenseless. His head swiveled back and forth as their agonizing approach ground to a halt several meters from where he remained. Their solid mass formed a wall spanning between both edges of the bridge.

      Their movement had ceased, yet the black stain spreading out around them continued inching toward Ryl. The blackness surrounded him, forcing him to the center of the bridge. The circle of clarity squeezed tighter. He struck at the blackness with the soulborne wind, a futile effort that sent ripples across its surface.

      Onward it crept.

      Ryl spun frantically around. The cloaked warriors remained where they stood. Their projected emotions slammed into him with an overpowering force that send his body reeling backward. The feelings were potent, disorienting and confusing. He felt the overwhelming, unadulterated hatred and the frantic anxiety. There was pain. There was fear.

      Was it his fear, or theirs?

      The sensations were strong, yet under it he sensed there was something more. Something he was missing, a feeling he couldn’t pinpoint.

      His body never struck ground. The blackness closed around him.
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      Ryl sat panting in his bed. The nightmares had been plaguing his sleep relentlessly for moons. Rarely was he able to string together successive nights of uninterrupted sleep. Ever since his awakening, the dream had been an ever-present and unwelcome companion throughout most of his nights.

      At one point, he’d been so desperate for uninterrupted sleep he’d spoken with Mender Brasley, begged him for some remedy to assist with his slumber. Even though he already knew it was a foregone conclusion, he was desperate enough to try. The potion he received had worked for mere hours. The alexen in his blood fought the peace bringing ingredient like a poison. His phrenic brethren were sympathetic to his plight. The healing properties of his blood were a curse in this situation.

      Ryl slipped out of bed, donning his shoes and cloak. He grabbed the holster and Leaves that rested on the table as he headed for the door. Rarely did he move around the city without the covering of his cloak. When outside the Hall of the Phrenic he routinely wore his hood up, hiding his face in shadow. Though the news of his mysteriously tattooed left arm had not traveled further than the phrenics, the unusual length of his awakening was common knowledge. The mysticism surrounding his active blood and the prophecy added an uncomfortable amount of attention.

      The nightmare had left him little chance to return to sleep. As was his norm on mornings like these, Ryl quietly padded across the hall, descending the stairs to the underground training circle where he could enjoy training in solitude.

      His skills had blossomed since his awakening. The mindsight showed his phrenic companions with ease; the woodskin responded nearly automatically; and the soulborne wind was more focused and powerful. When he drank deep from the power focusing on speed, there was no phrenic in the city who could lay a hand on him.

      As much as he enjoyed the success of his primary skills, the absence of any knowledge or progress decoding the mystery surrounding the unusual tattoo on his left arm was a cause of constant consternation. Ryl sat cross-legged in the center of the earthen training circle. His mind was focused on unlocking the secrets hidden within his marked skin.

      The soft padding of footsteps alerted him to another's presence before he verified with his mindsight. Among all the phrenics in the city, he spent the most time with his current scout detail. Since his awakening and the subsequent recovery of his ailing companions, they had become nearly inseparable.

      There were subtle differences in the individual signatures of each of the phrenics as he viewed them through his mindsight. At first the insignificant deviations were close to imperceptible. After his awakening, the minute differences now seemed glaringly obvious. Ryl needn't see them with his eyes to tell them apart. Their signature became as recognizable to his mind as their faces were to his eyes.

      “Good morning, Kaep,” Ryl said, turning his head, greeting the phrenic with a smile. Her signature glowed the brightest of his scout group; he could pick her out of a crowd of phrenics almost instantly.

      “How d’you know it was me?” Kaep asked.

      She, along with the others had difficulty recognizing who was who using the mindsight alone.

      She shrugged off her own question, not waiting for an answer.

      “The Council’s summoned us,” she said plainly. “They await our arrival.”

      She paused momentarily.

      “Was it the dreams again?” she asked. The tone of her voice had altered. Her words conveyed compassion and understanding.

      “Aye, Kaep. The same one,” Ryl admitted woefully. “And I'm afraid I'm still no closer to deciphering any meaning or purpose for these markings than I was before.”

      Kaep knelt in front of him, her hazel eyes locking onto his.

      “Fear not,” she comforted. “The blood will tell you when the time is right.”

      Kaep extended her covered arm, lending it for assistance as Ryl rose from the ground of the training circle. Ever since the first time their skin had touched, the memories of the magnetic connection danced in the recesses of his mind. They’d spent innumerable hours together, consumed with their training, yet their skin had never touched since. Ryl could clearly feel the pull of the energy in his hand through the fabric of her cloak. The feeling had grown significantly since his awakening. They’d never spoken of the feeling, nor had he divulged the information to anyone.

      Ryl followed Kaep as she hastened up the stairs before collecting the rest of their scout party that waited in the hall above. He pulled the hood up over his head as they exited the Hall of the Phrenic, the rest of the team donning theirs as well.

      The morning sun had crested over the peaks of their mountain wall to the east. The hood shielded his eyes from the direct assault from the rays of light as they exited through the doorway. The avenue held steady foot traffic; the citizens they passed nodded politely in greeting, yet moved aside allowing for their passage. Their determined walk continued uninterrupted into the Great Hall.

      The elderly chamberlain appeared to have nodded off as they entered the hall. His head jerked up as Kaep cleared her throat politely. His eyes took a moment to focus before he smiled, ushering them on with a wave of his arm.

      “The Council waits within,” his raspy voice disclosed.

      The Vigil standing guard opened the doors as they approached, closing them with a thud after they had entered the auditorium.

      Muffled conversation in the great hall echoed around the room. The large amphitheater could easily seat thousands, yet was now virtually empty save for the Council, Andr and the four Vigil that would be accompanying Ryl and the phrenics. Though he could make out no distinct words, even their hushed voices were amplified thanks to the acoustics of the room.

      Ryl followed the other phrenics down the wide central staircase, taking up their seats in the front row on the left-hand side of the aisle. Andr and their Vigil counterparts sat on the right. Ryl exchanged a quick smile and a nod with his friend.

      Since his awakening and the increase in training, he’d been afforded less time with Andr. Their separate and rigorous schedules allowed them little free time in between. They shared the same suite, but with the end of each passing day, exhaustion reduced their idle time together. Though their reasons were different, their goals were aligned. Ryl knew they were both consumed by their focus on their return to The Stocks.

      Ryl for the tributes.

      Andr for his son.

      The greatest length of time they shared had been in one of the two training grounds. Their duels in the outside grounds regularly attracted large crowds. The audience, seldom including more than just Vigil, adamantly cheered for their tutor. There was no vocal support for Ryl, though it bothered him not.

      At the onset of his training with the Vigil, many moons now in the past, the unfamiliarity with the new weapons was a mild hinderance. Now, Ryl worked in perfect harmony with his varied complement of weaponry. His natural speed had increased after his awakening, and it was rare that he needed any added boost of assistance; he could easily fend off the improved Vigil.

      Their lessons had been learned through bruises and checked egos. Even in coordinated groups, Ryl never allowed a single blow from the trainees to hit home. His greatest challenger from the Vigil came at the hands of Nielix. The jaded soldier had not yet relinquished his unfounded animosity toward Ryl, spurring himself on to greater heights to inflict any pain on the more skilled phrenic. His insults bounced off Ryl’s skin like water, his blows were parried or dodged with ease.

      Nielix’s failures in facing Ryl only served to stoke his training to another level. Before the onset of their daily sparring with the phrenics, the Vigil had been skilled, yet cocky and carefree in their approach. All had since grown exponentially more talented and confident.  None more so than Nielix.

      The potent realization of the death that lurked in the shadows outside their home had dealt a fatal blow to the Vigil’s lax approach. They now had a horrifying understanding of what was at stake. They had accepted the challenge of advanced training wholeheartedly.

      Likewise, Ryl had accepted his training unconditionally. He refused to access his skills during his public bouts with his friend. It was a welcome challenge and invaluable lessons were instilled from the pain. The battles would ebb back and forth as the pair exchanged blow after blow. They ended their sessions the same way. Andr would praise Ryl’s natural or inherited skill and offer pointers where he saw fit. It was in their private sparring sessions where the two opponents put each other’s skills to the test.

      Andr had been granted the rare privilege of training with Ryl in the private chamber beneath the Hall of the Phrenic. He encouraged, and challenged Ryl to utilize his powers, if only to a small extent. They both profited from the experience, though the older mercenary was typically on the losing side of the contest when Ryl tapped into his true powers.

      Ryl’s focus shifted back to the council. The expressions on their faces were stern. All had looks of uncommon apprehension.

      “Thank you for coming on short notice,” Councilwoman Irie announced once the phrenics had taken their seats. Within the closed confines of the Great Hall they removed their hoods one by one.

      “At long last, the preparations have been completed,” she continued. “It will be with great sadness and hope that we bid you farewell on the morrow.”

      There was true melancholy in her voice. Ryl did not envy the position the Council was in. He knew the decision had been arrived at with difficulty. Even though their terms were ending soon, the actions they authorized would forever be remembered, either as a crowning success or catastrophic failure.

      “Tomorrow will mark the beginning of a new era for Vim,” Irie explained. “In the history of our great city, there has never been an expedition sent back into Damaris. Only a single phrenic has ever stepped foot back onto the ground of our ancestors.”

      Irie paused. She and the other counselors exchanged meaningful glances, before she nodded to Councilwoman Lenu. Ryl was not alone in his confusion after her previous statement. He knew of no record of anyone from Vim ever returning to the Kingdom of Damaris.

      “Until this point, you’ve been planning for an expedition that would take you along the base of the Haven Mountain’s eastward to the outskirts of the western palisade. Those plans have changed,” Councilwoman Lenu stated dryly. “The events at the Prophet’s Tree and increased attention of the Horde along the borders of the forest have prompted us to alter our plans.”

      Ryl was as taken aback by the last-minute, unexpected changes as were the rest of the assembled travelers. In truth, the plan to travel along the edge of the mountains had long since bothered Ryl. It was true, the attention of the Horde at the outskirts of the forest had grown considerably from what had been the norm for over a thousand cycles. It was quickly noted that whenever he accompanied his scout detail, the numbers would swell substantially. Though there were thankfully no additional attacks, he had been forbidden from accompanying them on their patrols as a precaution.

      By all estimation, the distance would take the small party the better part of a moon to complete. How would the Horde behave as they travelled through the forest, crossing the hundreds of miles between Vim and The Stocks? Would they be under constant assault, or would the tide of death swell, following them to the borders of the human kingdom?

      “Know that serious deliberation and consideration has been given to calling the expedition off in its entirety,” Lenu interrupted his thoughts.

      He immediately felt that familiar heat from the anger burning inside of him at the mention of cancelling the expedition. Paasek must have noted the sudden change in emotion, as he politely interrupted the councilwoman.

      “Fear not, the expedition will proceed,” Paasek commented, as a wave of calm streamed from his core, temporarily satiating Ryl’s growing angst.

      Lenu looked slightly put off by the interruption, shooting an unpleasant glare in the direction of the phrenic councilor. She was blissfully oblivious to the true intent of his interruption.

      “There is information that must be brought to light that will be revealed only under the strictest confidence that mention of it will never leave this room,” Paasek demanded. “I’ll have all of your agreements before I continue.”

      Paasek waited with arms crossed as all acknowledged his demands. When all present had voiced their acceptance, he relaxed slightly as he continued

      “The founders of our great city went to incredible lengths to ensure the continued survival of Vim,” he explained. “As all are aware, there were but two exits from the city. One has now been all but sealed off with the uncertainty surrounding the advances of the Horde.”

      He paused leaning forward in his chair, his elbows resting on the large table.

      “There is far too much danger in sending you through the forest,” Paasek continued. “There is, however, another way.”

      Nielix sprang to his feet, anger burning in his eyes.

      “Is this another lie, yet another deception from our hallowed phrenic?” he spat.

      “Enough, Vigil,” Lenu screamed as she shot to her feet. “Need I remind you already of the oath you’ve just taken. This was information that has been kept in confidence by the Council for a thousand cycles. Your anger is unwarranted and unproductive. You can be removed from this expedition at any time.”

      For a moment it appeared that a struggle waged inside the embattled Vigil’s mind as he teetered on the verge of continuing his verbal assault.

      “Sit,” Lenu growled. “Now.”

      Deflated by the rage of the councilor, Nielix flopped down onto the stone bench without a word. His arms crossed, his head down. Lenu remained standing, though her voice softened a touch.

      “Please carry on, Councilor Paasek,” she hissed. Paasek glared at the downtrodden guard.

      “As I was saying, the Council has guarded the secret for ages,” Paasek continued. “In the case that the outer walls were overrun, there is an alternative means for escape.”

      He paused to take a sip from the water cup on the table in front of him.

      “It wasn’t long after the founding of Vim that the discovery was made,” Paasek explained. “Within the mines, there is a long since shuttered shaft leading west. The miners delved deep, striking the edge of the underground river, flooding their path forward. A small survey tunnel was hastily dug from where the water level stopped, reaching the bank of the river a short distance later.”

      “Join me,” Paasek announced, motioning for the group to approach the large stone table that the councilors sat behind. Carefully arranged on the top was a large map detailing the Kingdom of Damaris. Ryl shuddered as his eyes were immediately drawn to the rectangular portion in the southwestern corner.

      To The Stocks.

      The western edge of the map was marked with a nearly straight line of mountains. The range ran from where The Stocks ended to the edge of the Frozen Sea, far to the north. Paasek placed his finger down, roughly in the middle of the line of mountains.

      “The river runs under the mountains, continuing west from Vim, to where it feeds into the Sunfall Lake, the western of the Sister Lakes,” he said as his finger traced a line across the map, stopping as it came to a rest over the westernmost of the two large lakes that dominated the center of the map. “Between the Sunfall Lake and the mountains lays an inhospitable area known as The Crags. The jagged rock formations there form a deadly labyrinth that stretches for miles in every direction.”

      Paasek lifted his finger from the map.

      “Along the bank of the river, runs a narrow path, in places, no wider than a meter,” Paasek whispered. “It has been a long time, ages in fact, since the journey has been last attempted, yet it is in the center of The Crags that the hidden tunnel exits the mountains.”

      “How long is the tunnel?” Andr asked.

      “The exact measurements are not known,” Irie answered for the Council. “The estimates are it that is stretches several hundred miles.”

      Andr let out a low whistle.

      “So we may be underground in excess of a week?” he quizzed.

      “Aye, that looks to be the case,” Paasek groaned. “A stash of bedrolls, lanterns, fuel and torches and an ample supply of gold coin have already been secreted away at the head of the tunnel. I’m afraid there will be no celebration, no parades to lead you out of the city. You will vanish tonight under the cover of darkness.”

      “What about the rest of Vim?” Nielix complained. “There will be questions that will need answering. The people will not be kind when your deceit is uncovered. Again.”

      Ryl could feel the anger growing in Paasek, though the councilor did an admirable job maintaining his composure.

      “That is a problem you needn’t worry about, Nielix. We have not come to this decision lightly. The explanation and any repercussions will be ours to bear,” Councilwoman Irie intoned. “You have your task ahead of you. Maintain your focus where it is required. There will be true tests that lay ahead.”

      “How will we find the exit to the tunnel?” Ryl asked. “And once we are free of the darkness, how will we find our way through the maze of The Crags?”

      “The tunnel had been reported to have no offshoots from the main path,” Paasek continued with his description. “Be wary, should you encounter anything within. There were no signs of any creatures lingering in the dark, yet rumors of unexplained noises abound.”

      The thought of unseen attackers in the night harkened back memories that Ryl had worked to suppress. The lingering nightmares from the cycles past were all too real. The vicious, clawed hands that struck out from every angle in the dark. He shook his head, ridding the thought as he concentrated on Paasek’s words.

      “The exit to the tunnel is guarded much in the same way the entrance to Vim is disguised. The phrenics will know the way to unlock it,” Paasek explained. “As for The Crags, once you’re free of the tunnels, the pathway has been marked by a subtle sign that the phrenics will understand. I’m afraid what that marking is will be a mystery you will need to solve yourselves. Keep to these signs and you will find the way.”

      The lack of a detailed description of the sign that would lead them from the maze was disconcerting. The fact that it was something only phrenics would understand, however was not unsurprising. Undoubtedly, subtle markings etched into rock would have faded over a millennium of exposure to the elements.

      “What of the land that borders The Crags?” Dav, who’d remained silent to this point, spoke.

      “The lands that border the southwestern shore of the Sunfall Lake and also include the eastern edges of The Crags have for generations been owned by a family sympathetic to our cause.” Irie explained.

      Of all the information that had been divulged during the meeting, this was the most shocking. There was a gasp from the others as the information rolled from the Councilwoman’s tongue.

      “It is through the assistance of this family, that we have been able to maintain the current level of information regarding the atrocities that have been occurring throughout the Kingdom,” Councilor Heild spoke up, entering the discussion. “The mystery of our source of knowledge I know is a surprise to all of you. You must understand, there was more risk divulging this to the whole of Vim. Coded messages, even the seed of that revolting, blighted rose, travelled to us on the wings of their specially trained falcons. Regretfully, more than five cycles have passed since we last received a message.”

      Andr cleared his throat, calling the attention to him.

      “I know that land well. I was well acquainted with the honorable Lord Felloc,” Andr paused. There was no disguising the flash of recognition that crossed the faces of the Council. Oswill was far and away the worst at hiding the surprise.

      “I regret if I’m the bearer of ill tidings,” Andr spoke softly. “Felloc and his family were murdered nearly five and a half cycles ago.”

      This time the gasp came from the Council. Irie covered her mouth with her hand.

      “Their deaths were shockingly brutal,” Andr continued. “They were attributed to a band of outlaws that had been rumored to reside in the area, though much speculation resounded. Lord Felloc had become a vocal dissident, incensed further by the continued depravity of the kingdom. The king was all too quick to rule the investigation into their deaths closed.”

      “That is a tragedy, and a great loss to us all,” Irie said as she hung her head. Pausing for an extended moment. “Their passing will be mourned.”

      The silence stretched on for several moments. The excitement over the newly discovered stream of information from the outside world was abruptly severed. It was Irie who again broke the silence.

      “Andr, it’s a blessing that you know the area well. It will be your lead that will be followed to guide them to The Stocks,” Irie ordered.

      The mercenary responded with a silent nod.

      “This concludes that which we’ve summoned you for today,” Irie announced. “I suggest you finish the necessary arrangements and rest early. You will have a late night and a long, uncertain journey ahead of you.”

      Her words echoed through the chamber as silence descended upon the Great Hall. The finality, the uncertainty, and the excitement surrounding the expedition sunk in.

      “Forget not that which you leave behind,” Irie intoned softly. “You go with the hopes of Vim on your shoulders. Until we meet again, my friends.”

      Within a matter of hours, they would be leaving the safety of Vim.

      The freedom of The Stocks was one step closer.
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      Ryl found that sleep came with difficulty that evening owing to the early hour and the excitement that rushed through his body. The plan was for each member of the party to cross the city alone, rendezvousing inside the mine after the night's first watch. At that hour, the streets would be deserted, freeing them from the questioning eyes of many. The bulk of the activity would be from the Vigil guarding the outer gate. By moving alone, their travel throughout the city should go unnoticed.

      Ryl had packed quickly. His wardrobe had grown since his arrival in the lost city, yet his possessions were still scant. He was again leaving with virtually all his worldly possessions. He arranged his clothing and water skin on his bed, looking at the empty pack that lay open beside it. The neat bundle of dried leaves of the blighted rose, crucial for the treatment of the tributes, had been evenly divided into five sealed small parcels. Each package was delivered into the hands of the phrenics accompanying the expedition. By spreading the burden, if one or two of the packages were lost, the results would be less than catastrophic.

      Ryl collected the sealed pack of medicine, lifting it hesitantly to his nose. The dried leaves had been bundled in cloth before being sealed with wax. A second layer of cloth and wax were added for good measure before being tied into a small sack. He was amazed that the horrific odor of the pungent leaves was successfully masked by the coating. The package had a faint floral smell thanks to the meticulous packing and mildly scented outer layer.

      The mender had been more subdued than his norm as he delivered his packages and bid the phrenics farewell. Some he’d known the entirety of his life, others, in the cases of Kaep and Ramm, he’d assisted in their births. He’d watched them grow from newborns to the fabled warriors that now stood before him. He cracked a smile with his parting words to Ryl.

      “Now that my days will have been freed from your constant need of tending, I’ll be able to accomplish my prescribed work,” Brasley joked. The mender offered his hand to Ryl, pulling him in close enough to whisper.

      “Please stay safe. Take care of them, my friend,” his voice broke as the words stumbled out.

      Ryl thanked the mender for all he’d done. His selfless persistence had, on more occasions than he cared to recall, pulled him from the abyss, nurturing him back to health.

      The phrenics had gathered in their hall for a farewell dinner. Andr joined them after bidding a subdued farewell to the acquaintances he’d made throughout the city. Through hard work and infallible character, his uncertain arrival to the city had paved the way for his popularity. He was respected and well liked among the majority of the city’s inhabitants.

      The meal was simple, the mood lighthearted, yet uncertainty hung over them, unspoken. Though the phrenics were supremely confident in their abilities, they were moments away from embarking on a mission whose singular focus amounted to storming a heavily fortified prison.

      Their party would number but ten individuals.

      They would find themselves in a Kingdom that cursed and persecuted them.

      There would be no support.

      They would be alone.

      Ryl’s farewells were by far the easiest. He knew all the phrenics well, had connected with them on a level deeper than many could understand, yet the ones he was the closest to would be traveling at his side. He was eternally thankful for their ongoing support. With Andr at his side, they retreated to their shared suite early to make ready for their departure.

      A quiet knock on the door alerted Ryl to the time. He’d been sitting on the edge of his bed, waiting for several minutes. With his mindsight he could see Kaep, Vox, Deyalou and Ramm moving about inside the Hall.

      “Come in, Andr,” Ryl said.

      The door opened quietly; the mercenary greeted him with a warm smile.

      “Are you ready, my friend?” he asked.

      Ryl rose from his bed crossing the narrow room, shouldering his pack. He’d already donned his cloak and strapped his holster and Leaves around his waist.

      “Aye, that I am,” Ryl responded.

      “It's time we get back to The Stocks then,” Andr said with a grin.

      Ryl couldn't hold back the smile. His friend wrapped his arm around his shoulder as they walked out of their suite for what could be the last time.

      The phrenics, Kaep, Vox, Deyalou and Ramm were waiting for them as they reached the main hall.

      “Does everyone have what they need?” Kaep asked rhetorically. She already knew the answer. They had prepared for this moment for moons. The change in direction, though last minute, was an inconvenience, nothing more.

      “There's no turning back now,” she stated bluntly. “Leave one at a time. Give a few minutes between each other. Use your assigned paths and stay in the shadows. See you in the mines, my friends.”

      Without another word she slung her bow over her shoulder, pulled her hood up over her head and stalked from the hall. The great outer door closed noiselessly behind her.

      One after another the phrenics exited the hall, disappearing like wraiths into the night. The avenues, only partially illuminated by the low light of the waning lanterns, provided ample shadows for their silent movements throughout the city. Ryl was the second to last to leave, only Andr remained behind. He bid his friend farewell with a nod before donning his hood and melting into the night.

      Ryl's path led him past the side of the colosseum before heading north up the alley toward the mine. He crossed the Westfate merging into the darkened alley that ran alongside the clinic, barracks and military classrooms. Their interiors were silent.

      He followed the avenue north, passing the stables and pens on his left. The large section was home to the animals that provided Vim with its leather, milk and meat. Along the right side of the street, a large warehouse, tanner and slaughterhouse sat in a row. The animals, alerted to his scent, stirred restlessly.

      Turning east once he reached the northernmost section of the avenue that circled the city, he quickly found himself at the intersection of the wide Northfate that bisected the city. To his left, the river that lined the northern border babbled softly in the quiet of the night. A wide stone bridge spanned the width of the river, granting access to the mines beyond.

      Ryl surveyed the area, contented that none were moving along the streets. With purposeful strides he veered north, exiting the shadows of the building to his side. His pace carried him rapidly across the bridge. The darkened, open mouth of the mines eagerly swallowed him whole.

      Ryl had never ventured far into the mines. The extent of his all-encompassing tour of the city had led him no further than the rowdy mess hall that was situated just off the left side of the sprawling entrance shaft. Once inside the mine, the corridor narrowed, ending in a thick metal gate. The heavy, metal barrier stood wide open, propped ajar with a large slab of rock.

      Following the assigned path deeper into the earth, he passed large wooden columns that supported the wooden braces constructed to strengthen the stability of the tunnel’s ceiling. The interior was dimly lit by small patches of glowing moss that had been painstakingly cultivated here to provide emergency lighting when the lanterns of the workers weren’t present.

      At the first intersection he turned to the left, entering a slender offshoot of the main tunnel. Another gate stood open, a heavy metal chain with an open lock suspended over its horizontal bars. The path beyond suffered from clear disuse, with small chunks of rock littering the dusty floor. The interior was nearly pitch black. Here the glowing moss had been allowed to wither. In the distance his ears picked up the distinct sounds of hushed conversation.

      The tunnel descended steadily as it probed deeper into the mountain. Rounding a sharp corner, he was met by the flickering lights of torches. The shadows of his accomplices danced across the walls as they hastily recovered their supplies from the hidden cache.

      Ryl counted ten packs lined against the wall as he joined his party in the darkened tunnel. Ahead the light from the torches shimmered off the gently undulating waters that flooded the pathway forward. To his right, a there was a thin hole bored into the rock. The clear sounds of running water babbled in the distance.

      “Welcome, Ryl,” Paasek said, patting him on the shoulder. “Grab a pack. In it you'll find extra dried rations, a lantern, extra fuel oil and several spare torches. Use them all with care for the journey in the dark will be long.”

      Ryl hefted his second pack. The satchel was heavy, and the added weight, though necessary, would no doubt slow them down.

      “We wait for one more, then your journey will commence,” Paasek continued.

      “I'm here,” Andr's hushed voice rang out through the dark. The mercenary moved quickly to collect his pack, casually throwing it over his shoulder.

      In the flickering light of the burning torches, Ryl viewed the party assembled before him. The faces of the four phrenics were still cloaked in shadow, but their tattoos looked alive in the wavering light. The Vigil struck a confident pose, yet he could see the uncertainty on their faces. Andr stood as he always stood. His face held its usual impassive pose, yet Ryl knew the mercenary was ready to face whatever challenge was thrown his direction.

      Ryl sent a wave of calm over the group. He watched as the Vigil relaxed slightly, while the phrenics stood resolute.

      Paasek stepped forward, torch in hand. He pointed the flaming stick toward the small opening chiseled into the rock.

      “Your path lies within,” he whispered. “Vim will wait patiently for your triumphant return. Stay safe. Farewell, my friends.”

      His gaze surveyed the group before resting firmly on the phrenics. He spoke to all though his message pointed toward the awakened few. There was an understanding behind his words.

      “Trust in your senses,” he whispered. “Stay together and you will find your way through the dark.”
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      Ryl was the last to move through the opening of the hastily chiseled offshoot. Paasek grabbed him by the shoulder, stopping him as he made to pass.

      “See them home safely, Ryl,” he whispered. He made no attempt to hide the pained emotion in his voice. “All of them.”

      “I will do all I can,” he acknowledged. Paasek nodded before slipping away, disappearing into the darkness.

      Ryl quickly caught up with the rest of his party. The group waited on a small patch of smoothed stone near the edge of the black water. To their left, the river bubbled up from under the rock wall, its gentle waves lapping quietly against the river’s edge. The tunnel stretched high above their heads; its stalactite ridden ceiling barely visible in the glowing light of the torches.

      Their plan was to march in a closely packed single file; the phrenic with heightened senses and mindsight were to maintain the lead as well as the rear guard. Andr and the Vigil would maintain the middle of the order. To conserve their limited resources, one torch would light the front while the second illuminated the rear. Once the torches were spent, the lanterns would be used to light their passage through the dark.

      Knowing their prescribed tasks, the party set off without a word. They'd only just begun their trip through the tunnels yet Ryl already longed for the light of the sun. How long would it be before any felt the warmth of its rays on their skin?

      There was visible excitement, an eager anticipation in their steps as they began their trek. They moved cautiously at first, their torches swaying from their path to illuminate the slow-moving water a step from their legs. The surface appeared an ominous black in the flickering light. What creatures resided in the depths was a mystery none were eager to discover.

      The pace increased steadily as they moved further under the mountains. Aside from the sounds of the water, their occasional muted conversation and shuffled footsteps were the only noises to break the silence of the tunnel.

      They continued marching onward, step after step, mile after mile following the lazy path of the river. The party stopped to eat from their carefully planned rations when they could stand the hunger no more. They slept in shifts on the damp ground when their legs grew too weary to carry on. The light of a single lantern illuminated a feeble halo around their makeshift campsites. One set of eyes remained ever vigilant, scanning the darkness for any signs of motion.

      As the days passed and the weariness set in, tempers grew short as patience frayed. Their minds were in a constant state of heightened awareness. The harrowing thoughts of devilish, unseen creatures lurking outside the light of their small fires addled their minds. Shortly after their march resumed on what was their fourth day underground, their progress ground to an abrupt halt. Ramm, held his fist up, signaling the stop. Ahead of them, the pathway vanished under the cold, dark waters of the river.

      The phrenic hefted his massive warhammer in one hand, holding the torch out in front of his body with the other. He gingerly poked the butt of the weapon into the water, finding the path only inches below the surface.

      “The water is shallow,” he grumbled. “I see no other way past.”

      The light of his torch disappeared into the darkness several meters to their front.

      “Vox,” he said quietly, turning to the phrenic at his rear. “Can you give us some light?”

      “Aye,” came the quiet response of the phrenic elementalist.

      Ramm dropped to a knee.

      Vox’s tattooed left arm glowed in the darkness—Ryl could see the bones silhouetted through his skin. He raised the arm in front of his body. Flames inched their way up his forearm coalescing into a small glowing ball of flame that floated just above the palm of his hand. As the last of the flames joined the others, he closed his fingers around the burning ball. In one fluid motion, he reared his arm back, and heaved the fireball into the darkness ahead.

      The ball of flame burned with a brilliant, white fire. A sphere of daylight surrounded it as it moved into the depths of the tunnel. They watched silently as the light glistened off the moistened rock of the walls. The reflections of the flames danced off the calm surface of the river below. There was a collective sigh of relief as the pathway emerged from the water in the distance. A matter of a hundred meters separated them from the continuation of raised stone along the edge.

      The fireball continued onward, rising slightly as it traveled; jagged points of stone hanging from the ceiling grew closer. The ball struck the tip of a large stalactite, spreading out in a glorious shower of sparks. Thousands of tiny pinpoints of light fluttered down to the water’s surface, hissing as they extinguished.

      A thunderous cracking noise ripped through the tunnel, echoing as it bounced off the walls. There was a deep splash of something massive striking the water. The party remained motionless. Silent.

      Moments later, the first of the small waves surged over their pathway. Ryl stepped backward to avoid the water, but the attempt was futile. The icy cold liquid washed over their feet. Nielix, who was standing just in front of him in line, lost his balance as he slipped on the slick rock pathway. He pitched to the side, striking the ground hard, rolling into the water of the river.

      Ryl reacted on impulse, lunging forward, grabbing the flailing Vigil by the back of his shirt. His leg slipped into the cold water. For a moment, a surge of panic raced through him as he slid further and further into the icy depths. His leg struck a solid ledge as the water crested above his knee. With his foot finding purchase, he wrenched Nielix out of the river onto the slick path. The Vigil slammed back into the ground, sliding roughly into the wall. Before Ryl could remove himself from the water, Nielix was in his face.

      “Don’t lay your hands on me again,” he snarled in Ryl’s face. He looked deranged in the flickering light of the torch. “It’s your fault we’re down here in this sewer.”

      Ryl pulled his leg from the chilly water. The anger boiled inside of him, yet his voice was calm to the point of antagonizing.

      “Remember, Nielix, it was your choice to join this expedition, not mine,” he whispered. “Next time you go for a swim, you’ll do it alone.”

      Nielix puffed up his chest, his face inches from Ryl’s. His nostrils flared as he glared into his eyes.

      “That’s enough. Both of you,” Andr hissed. “Nielix, get yourself to the front, Ryl you take the rear. We move, now. We’ve already made enough noise to wake the dead.”

      Nielix let out a low guttural growl as Andr dragged him to the front of the line. Ryl shrugged his shoulders as he made his way to the rear. As he sidled past Kaep, she placed her hand gently on his shoulder—he felt the sudden hint of electricity in her touch. The bemused smile on her face lit the darkness. The anger and animosity that had coursed through his veins moments earlier faded away. He resisted the urge to laugh.

      He focused, sending a small wave of gratitude over the phrenic as he took his place at the rear.

      Back in formation, the group made the slow, cold slog over the water-covered path. The steady and solid metallic tap of Ramm’s hammer on the stone pathway beat the cadence for their careful forward progress. It was with joy that they again reached the dry path. The rock walkway on which they travelled rose above the water to its side for nearly a meter. The pathway felt considerably more claustrophobic as the ceiling loomed closer, its rough stone points angled nearer to their heads.

      The noise of the squishing of their feet in their waterlogged shoes became a constant companion throughout the day. It was hours again before the pathway sunk back toward the level of the water before opening to a small cavern in the rock wall. The ground here was dry and a small fire was soon crackling away, feasting hungrily on the wood of a spent torch. They’d removed their shoes and changed out of their wet apparel, letting them dry by the fire as they ate their carefully portioned rations.

      “It’s been a long day,” Andr said, breaking the heavy silence that had fallen over the group. “Let’s camp here tonight. We’ll start out fresh again after some rest. Ceado, you have first watch.”

      There were no complaints from the others at the thoughts of rest. Ryl made his way to the rock wall furthest from the water, leaning his back against the cold stone. By all accounts, they should be halfway through the blackness of the journey. He longed for the light of day.

      Thanks to his weary body, rest came quickly. The rhythmic sounds of his companions breathing helped lull him into a light sleep.

      Ryl awoke with a start. His heart raced in his chest. The feeling was reminiscent of the agony that followed being awakened from a nightmare. He surveyed the group. All but one still slumbered. Ceado paced quietly along the water’s edge.

      He knew that sleep would not soon find him again. Grudgingly, he retrieved his warmed, dried shoes from alongside the coals of the dying fire before moving to relieve the Vigil from his watch.

      Ceado had moved slightly off to the left of the opening of the cave they now rested in, back in the direction they’d come. He greeted Ryl with a smile and a yawn.

      “I’ll take over from here,” Ryl offered politely.

      “Thank you,” Ceado acknowledged, happily handing over the lantern. “It’s been quiet. I could use a rest.”

      The guard shuffled back toward the camp as Ryl scanned the area with his mindsight, followed by the light of the lantern. All was still.

      Several paces from him, Ryl heard Ceado’s footsteps stop abruptly. He spun around, shining the light toward the Vigil. The man was standing close to the water's edge, leaning forward, eyes intent on something under the water’s surface.

      “What is that?” the Vigil whispered, pointing his hand out toward the black water.

      From below, a tiny pinpoint of light was growing in intensity as it rose to the surface. Ceado leaned closer to get a better look. The light from Ryl’s lantern penetrated the water. Its beams reflected off something glistening below the unexplainable light. The shimmering moved of its own accord, the light tracking the outline of a massive object from the deep.

      “Get back from the water,” Ryl screamed.

      The confused Vigil jumped at the sound, turning to face Ryl instead of backing away. The unexplainable glowing ball of light stopped at the water’s surface before flickering out.

      Water exploded out from around the vanished light as a massive form surged from the depths. Its head was huge, black and circular, stretching easily two meters across. Its mouth spread open, rows of jagged teeth glistened in the light. A deep gurgling sound shook the tunnel as it rose from within the beast.

      Ceado fell backward, his feet sliding across the wet stones as he frantically struggled to flee. His efforts were in vain; the vicious jaws clamped shut on the upper half of his body, hoisting him in the air with a spray of blood. The guard’s frenzied wail was silenced instantly.

      Ryl dropped the lantern as he wrenched the Leaves from their holster. The blades burst to life instantly, illuminating the tunnel with their shimmering green light. The rest of the party—alerted by his warning screams—were steadily gaining their feet. He could see the fire growing in Vox’s hand.

      All had occurred in a matter of seconds. Ryl’s anger surged at the death of his companion; the speed flowed forth unbeckoned. He had been so intent on warning the doomed Vigil that his focus had strayed from the water along his side. Time had yet to slow as he made to take his first step. An unseen tail whipped from the water, slamming into his back, tossing his body into the air.

      Ryl’s body slammed into the cavern wall near where his companions rose from their slumber. He struck the wall with a bone jarring force, robbing the breath from his lungs, and the side of his head ricocheted off the stone, sending a lancing jolt of pain through his body. The Leaves went dormant as they slipped from his hands, clattering as they bounced off the rock floor below. Ryl watched in slow motion as the weapons rebounded upward before falling again. The sound that accompanied their impact was thunderous.

      Ryl’s vision blurred as he reflexively sprang back to his feet. His footing was tenuous, his legs felt frail and hobbled, and he fought to retain his consciousness as the world around him spun. As he stumbled across the damp stone a fireball screamed over his head.

      A solid thump echoed through the cavern of the underground river and the room flared with light as the fireball exploded on its mark. Ryl could feel the wave of heat from the blast as he staggered to collect his weapons. The hiss of fire extinguishing and the sizzle of burning flesh were followed by a roar that shook the cavern. Small streams of loose dirt and stone fell from the walls and ceiling.

      He heard Kaep call his name as she quickly glanced back at him between launching her arrows. Her voice resonated in his ears, but the words were garbled and distorted. He stumbled, falling to a knee as he reached to snatch the Leaves from the ground near his feet.

      Ramm streamed through the smoke that had formed from the detonation of Vox’s attack. His war-hammer was hefted at the ready behind his shoulders—an involuntary grunt rumbled from his throat as he swung the massive weapon at the side of the beast’s serpentine face. The creature thrashed in pain, swinging its head from side to side. Ceado’s lifeless legs slapped against its skin, still wedged among the teeth in the creature’s lower jaw.

      An unexpected recoil of its writhing form caught Ramm unprepared. The side of its gargantuan head slammed into the phrenic, sending his body careening back toward his companions. The giant of a man was impossible for Vox to avoid. They both went down in a heap, taking with them Andr and Dav, who had valiantly surged forward to attack, albeit without the speed of the phrenic.

      The creature’s head reared upward, its large wide-set eyes seemingly focusing on the writhing bodies of the phrenics and Vigil. Ryl gritted his teeth as the frustration mounted.  His body failed to respond to his commands as his head still reeled from the impact against the wall. With a growl, he retrieved the weapons that had skipped out of his frantic reach. The shimmering blades flared to life; the gout of green fire burned along their edges. The creature opened its mouth as it moved in for a strike. A protective lid blinked over its eye. Kaep’s arrow shattered in a rain of splinters as it failed to penetrate the scaly skin.

      This had all taken place in a matter of a few short moments. The curse of the phrenics speed left time to analyze and doubt the actions of the past as time ticked by. The monster from the deep moved with a frightening speed. Even with his boost of speed, it was relatively quick in comparison. Ryl had the sinking fear that the battle would be over soon; that his friends wouldn’t live to see the outcome.

      From the left side of the beast, a shadow slipped from the darkened edges of the wall. There was a flash of green as the fire burning from the Leaves in his hands reflected off the naked steel of a blade. Deyalou darted under the belly of the creature, slashing his outstretched blade across the scales. He carried an object in his opposite hand, though Ryl couldn’t focus to solidify the details. A thin crease opened where his blade had passed, immediately oozing a stream of red blood. There was a second thunderous roar from the creature as it slammed its body down on the ground intent on crushing the offending phrenic underneath. Still wobbling on his feet, Ryl was pitched to the ground again as the cavern shook from the impact.

      Deyalou was unfazed by the jolt. He spun his body around as he passed, pitching the object in his off hand back at the beast. The identity of the projectile became clear as it smashed on the ground before the creature. The lantern, recently held by Ceado, sprayed shrapnel and oil across the ground, the beast and the churning water of the river.

      “Vox. Fire!” Deyalou screamed as he backpedaled from the creature as it snapped its jaws closed with a clack that echoed through the cavern.

      Though he was still working his way back to his feet, the elementalist responded immediately. Still on his knees, he released a small ball of fire that went screaming from his hand. The detonation as the flame hit the ground before the creature was minor, but the effect was dramatic. The oil from the lantern caught immediately. A brilliant fire blossomed to life, stretching high into the air, illuminating the river in near daylight. The creature hissed as it withdrew, the fire filling in the space cleared by its passage. The blaze spread outward across the surface of the water as the beast plunged back into the depths from whence it came.
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      The fire that had spread across the chamber and water faded quickly as it greedily consumed the oil that sustained its life. Soon, only small pockets of flame floated across the calming waters where the beast had emerged. Ryl, the Leaves burning in his hands, staggered through the group toward where the phrenics now stood. As his concentration and focus resolved, the light from the blades increased. The scene they illuminated was chaos.

      The four phrenics formed a rough line in front of the remaining Vigil, weapons drawn and ready. A ball of fire burned in Vox’s hand. Behind them, Andr was holding back Nielix, the man’s obscenity laced tirade echoed through the tunnel.

      “Gather your things,” Ramm boomed. “We need to move now. There’s no telling if that thing will come back.”

      Andr pushed Nielix back to their closely grouped belongings. The fuming guard glared at Ryl with hatred burning in his eyes, and he spat as he past.

      “Ryl, are you hurt?” Andr asked, turning his attention from the heated Nielix.

      “I’m fine,” Ryl stammered. He could feel the blood running down the side of his head. “What was that thing?”

      “I haven’t a clue, nor the time to care,” Andr said. “It’s too dangerous to linger.”

      Ryl nodded in agreement before moving to take his place among the line of phrenics.

      “Whatever that was, it doesn’t like fire,” Vox added. “I don’t care to know what else waits below the water’s surface.”

      “We need to make haste,” the calm voice of Deyalou cut through the dark.

      There was no time to mourn their fallen comrade.

      With eyes trained on the water, the group collected what was left of their belongings, Ramm shouldering the pack that Ceado had carried. They continued on in their closely packed single file line. Their usual cautious pace had been quickened to a hurried retreat.

      Hour after hour, they continued along the narrow path at breakneck speed. The last remaining ripples that had disturbed the surface of the black water had long since stilled, yet their eyes remained vigilant, weapons in their hands at the ready.

      Fear drove them to push their bodies to the brink. They paused briefly and rested for only hours at a time. None had any desire to linger in the darkness of the river’s tunnel.

      Days passed without sign of the beast from the depths. Did the snakelike creature return from whence it came, or did it stalk them from the beneath the concealment of the water? What other horrors remained undiscovered in the hidden subterranean waters?

      Adding to their alarm, food was running short as was the fuel to keep their lanterns lit. They’d traveled for four days since the attack with only a few hushed words shared between them. The overriding fear of the unknown silenced them as they raced along the path, yet anticipation that the tunnel must soon reach its end spurred them faster.

      They had witnessed scattered ripples from the water, heard the popping of bubbles from beneath, yet thankfully nothing had emerged.

      Ryl had taken the lead as the group staggered to a start at the beginning of the fifth morning since the attack. They’d been underground now for nine days.

      Nine days since they’d seen the light of the sun.

      Nine days since they’d breathed the fresh mountain air.

      The noise of the water ahead had been growing steadily over the last day of travel. The distant roar of rapids was amplified as it carried through the cramped confines of the tunnel. Ryl slowed as the path came to an abrupt stop several meters ahead of him. The sound of rushing water was now nearly deafening.

      Ryl shuffled forward along the path to its end, peering his head around the corner. He let out an audible gasp, loud enough to be heard over the din of the water.

      “Ryl, what is it?” Deyalou asked, placing his hand on his shoulder.

      The vision around the corner was spectacular. A wide lake stretched out before him.

      To the left, the opposite end of the lake was lost into darkness. In front of him, the water along the wall bubbled with the fury of sudden and dramatic rapids.

      The pathway they’ve been traveling narrowed to a step wide as it made a sharp corner to the right. From there it continued along the edge of the wall. In the distance, however, was the vision that had taken his breath away.

      A narrow, yet solid beam of light pierced the darkness from the wall of the chamber high above. The ray, reflecting off the particles in the air appeared to undulate with movement.

      Ryl turned back to his companions.

      “There’s light ahead,” he beamed.

      The cheer that escaped their lips was uncontrollable, yet quickly stifled.

      “Then what are you waiting for?” Ramm pondered. “I’m eager to be free from this tomb.”

      After navigating the tight corner, the path opened wider, allowing distance between themselves and the black waters. A narrow sandy beach spread out along the edge of the path. With renewed energy, they hastened toward the edge of the chamber. The pathway again ceased without warning as it ran into the sheer face of the wall. A small pile of rubble collected at the foot of the rock in front of him. Ryl swung the lantern to the right, shining it toward the rocks at their side. The light illuminated a narrow, crudely carved staircase dug into the stone.

      The steps of the stairs were steep. Crude markings from the rough tools used to dig out the staircase left thick scars across the faces of the steps. They ascended for several meters before stopping on a flat, natural landing. From there, they pivoted sharply back to the left before reaching a second landing.

      Ryl felt the presence of the door. He'd accompanied Kaep, Vox, Deyalou and Ramm on several scouting missions outside the city walls; the door to the city would open on command. Ryl turned back toward his companions gathered on the steps behind him. There was no attempt to hide the anticipation on their faces.

      “Shield your eyes, it will take some time to get accustomed to the light again,” he advised. “Be wary, we know not what lies on the other side.”

      Turning back to face the concealed doorway, he closed his eyes taking a deep, steadying breath. In his mind he pictured the stone of the mountain vanishing before his eyes. He projected the image outward as he touched the wall with an outstretched finger. The stone rippled with his contact, and the waves bounced when they hit the corners of the door, reflecting back inward. Within moments the entire surface had been disturbed, seething at the hands of the overlapping waves before becoming translucent.

      The light that poured through the open doorway was overpowering. The newly risen sun cast its blinding rays directly into the opening. Ryl blinked the tears from his eyes as he stepped back into the darkened tunnel.

      The decision was made to progress slowly, although the urge to flee the interior of the mountain was intense. On either side of the blinding doorway and on the landing before the stairs turned there was ample room for all to rest. They leaned against the rough, stone walls, willing their eyes to accept the addition of the powerful, natural light. The process was sluggish. The phrenic’s eyes were the first to adjust to the point where they were comfortable exiting the concealed door.

      Surrounding the hidden doorway was a terrain both beautiful and terrifying. They had reached The Crags.

      An interlocking maze of jagged vertical pillars and mazelike avenues stretched out in all directions from the near vertical face of the cliff. A slender, natural pathway led down several meters from where the door exited leading between two of the fractured pillars.

      The monochromatic landscape of the The Crags reminded Ryl of his fateful journey across the Outlands. The Crags were a mix of tans and yellows. The stone, weathered by the winds that raced through its narrow corridors, looked brittle, though there was little debris strewn across the sandy ground. To the east, many miles in the distance, the sunlight sparkled off the waters of the Sister Lakes. South of the water a long green forest stretched outward across the horizon. His mind immediately thought of the Erlyn, though he knew the boughs of her trees lay many long miles further south.

      The sun had risen past midday before the last of the weary travelers was fully prepared to exit the darkness of the tunnel. None desired to linger in the mouth of the cave any longer. Ryl could see that the eyes of the Vigil and Andr still struggled to adjust, yet none complained about leaving the darkness behind.

      Inside the tunnel, the atmosphere had been still, damp and cool. The moisture laden air made the temperature feel far colder than it was. Outside, the sun beat down on the road-weary travelers. The air was warm and dry, and the wind kicked up tiny particles of sand off the jagged peaks, whipping it around with a force that stung the skin.

      As Ryl led the group down the narrow rocky path into the solitary entrance to The Crags, Vox remained momentarily behind, reclosing the hidden door to the tunnels. All hoped that they’d seen the last of the river's dank passage.

      They stopped to examine the stones that stood like sentinels on either side of the narrow entry. Ryl ran his hand across the gritty surface of the rock; the weathered stone appeared stripped clean of any detail. The worry inside him began to grow. Would the marks bearing their passage through the rock maze still remain today? Had centuries of abuse from the punishing weather erased all trace?

      They cautiously eased their way into the labyrinth, sliding through a narrow crevice that ran between the jagged rocks. The tightly packed stones, some leaning precariously overhead, imparted Ryl with a profound feeling of apprehension. After the ambush in the tunnel he walked with at least one of the Leaves in his hand.

      Though harsh in its own regard, the there was an air of familiarity to the land outside the tunnel. The denizens of the subterranean passage had perhaps never witnessed, nor been viewed by man in the entirety of their existence. In the world above the mountain, the creatures that lurked in the shadows were more commonly understood. Though there was no fear of the Horde this far into Damaris, Ryl maintained a regiment of routine scans with his mindsight.

      They followed the winding path between the rocks for a short distance before arriving at their first intersection. Ahead of them, two pathways converged into a small gap between the stones. They paused in the space before fanning out scouring the rock for any hint or sign. At first glance, there were no marks to be found; the natural faces of the rocks appeared undisturbed.

      “There was no mention of where the sign would be, just that it would mark the path?” Deyalou said. “That's a convenient riddle.”

      “Is it possible that the signs have been worn off by the elements over the cycles?” Dav inquired.

      “It's more than likely,” Nielix said spitefully. “Yet I can’t believe that the ones who can make magical doors to conceal a tunnel would merely scratch an arrow into the rock to point their way.”

      Ryl paused his cursory search for a carved sign, eying the Vigil with understanding.

      “I have to admit, I agree with Nielix,” Ryl admitted, as his eyes returned up the pathway they'd just exited. An idea surged into his head.

      “Vox, come with me,” he said hurriedly. “We’ll be back in a moment.”

      The others looked confused as Ryl and the phrenic elementalist hastened back up the pathway. They worked their way through the stones until the exit to the weathered labyrinth was in sight. The rock face that held the hidden door to the tunnel towered in front of them. Ryl stopped as the familiar feeling of the lingering magic tugged at his senses.

      “Do you feel that, Vox?” Ryl asked. “Do you feel the call of the magic, the illusion that hides that door?”

      “From this far away, I feel nothing,” Vox admitted, shaking his head. “I need to be closer to feel it.”

      “Are the others as in tune with the feeling as you?” Ryl quizzed.

      “Not that I've ever been made aware of,” Vox explained. “As you know, their specialties focus on the physical sect.”

      “Come then,” Ryl said with a smile as he moved back toward the group. “I think I know how to find our sign.”
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      The others were still searching the rocks of the pathway when Ryl and Vox rejoined the group. Having been raised with similar magic guarding the entrance to their hidden city from the world, the Vigil nodded their heads in approval as Ryl offered his theory. Andr simply stood smiling, his arms folded across his chest.

      Ryl, with Ramm in tow, chose the path that led to the right. Vox and Kaep moved down the path that veered toward the left. Deyalou remained with Andr and the Vigil.

      The path he'd chosen was narrow, and the hulking phrenic following at his rear grunted as he squeezed through an exceptionally thin crevice. Moments later, Ryl felt the hint of the magic tugging at his senses. The feeling grew stronger as they moved onward until it reached a throbbing crescendo shortly before the next intersection.

      Ryl surveyed the rocks along the wall for any signs of disturbance, yet all appeared to be the product of natural weathering. He stepped back, tilting his head up, scanning the jagged rocks above his head. Stepping back, the heel of his foot sunk into a small depression in the ground. Compared to the feel of the hard-packed earth between the windswept crevices, the object was startlingly spongy.

      He fell to his knees feverishly sweeping the sand from the shallow depression. Buried in the earth and covered with a thick layer of sand was a small circular stone, clearly manufactured and installed there by hand. The magic inside the stone throbbed in his ears.

      “Ramm, call the others,” Ryl said. “We've found our path.”

      The phrenic smiled as he hastened back to the group. It wasn't long before Ryl heard the sounds of their approach. After exposing his find, the group again set off in a single file line. At each intersection, Ryl and another would venture off a short distance down the paths. Now that he understood what he was looking for, the process became relatively simple, albeit time consuming.

      The position of the sun was hidden from their view inside the fractured peaks of The Crags, yet from the darkening sky above, they knew night was fast approaching. With relative ease they found an offshoot of the proper path that ended in a small hollowed out dead end. Necessitating a defense from only one narrow avenue of approach was a comfort that none had experienced since entering the tunnel under the Haven Mountains. Nevertheless, two were stationed on guard throughout the night.

      Their supplies had been all but exhausted. Their bellies ached from the reduced rations they'd been forced to subsist upon. Even with the addition of their fallen companion’s supplies, their stock wouldn't last more than another few meals.

      There had been no time to grieve the loss of Ceado. Though the path from The Crags had been discovered, another large piece of the journey almost complete, the mood was dour. Few words were exchanged as they settled in for the night, with weapons rested close at hand. The singing of the wind rushing through the narrow rocky crevices provided the melody that sang them to sleep.

      Morning found them refreshed and ready to move. Their uninterrupted slumber was blissfully absent of the pervasive fear of the unseen creatures lurking in the deep. The rest had done wonders for their ailing bodies. Ryl quickly resumed the task of leading the party through the zigzagging path in the maze of jagged rock.

      The day dragged slowly on. It was hours later, after crawling through an especially precarious section of rock, that Ryl spied the first glimpse of the forest spreading out before them. The serrated pathway of rock widened several meters ahead of him. Staggered spires of sharp stone were spaced apart, spreading out across the land between them and the forest. Several of the rock towers had toppled over from the relentless abuse of the wind and splotches of green grass dotted the barren landscape. Only a few hundred meters in the distance the forest rose from the earth, a wall of green against the drab plant-less terrain.

      Ryl dusted off his pants and cloak as he waited for the remainder of his companions. Andr stopped alongside, patting him on the shoulder.

      “This is the border of the Fellwood,” Andr announced quietly. “The estate of the late Lord Felloc sits on the edge of the lake two days walk to the east of here. In their home we would have found a friendly welcome. Rest assured that the man whose land we already tread upon is less than sympathetic to our cause.”

      “How do you know this for certain?” Nielix questioned.

      “Theirs was no random killing,” Andr spat. “This was a political assassination. An entire family, husband, wife, children, all paid with their lives to send a message. The King seized their lands and gifted it out to curry the favor of another noble.”

      “How do you know so much about this killing?” Nielix asked.

      “Murders of this high profile don’t happen regularly,” Andr admitted. “Violence like this is especially uncommon among the noble class. When deaths like this occur, the word spreads like wildfire.”

      Andr averted his gaze from the party back to the woods. Ryl caught the fleeting hint of emotion flash across his face. There was pain, there was struggle, there was loss. His friend watched the woods with wandering eyes. There was more to this story then he was admitting, of that Ryl was sure.

      “Let’s make for the forest,” Andr said. “We’re nearly out of food. There’s a stream not too far from here. We can find food, water and shelter under the trees.”

      Nielix was the first to move, suppressing a yawn as he confidently strode toward the woods. He casually slipped his sword back into the sheath on his belt.

      “Stay alert, my friend,” Andr warned. “It’s not the unknown to be feared here, it’s man. As you well know, the depravity of humankind is well documented in this kingdom.”

      The group fell into a rough line as they eagerly moved toward the forest. There was a visible lightness to their steps that had been missing for days.

      Ryl waited beside Andr as the rest walked toward the woods. He watched the retreating backs of his companions as he spoke to the mercenary.

      “This was the location of your last job, wasn’t it?” Ryl asked loud enough for only Andr to hear.

      In his heart he was confident of the answer.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Andr’s head drop. The mercenary needn’t utter a word. The pain, the confusion, and the loss were explained and justified. This last job had cost Andr dearly. He’d lost friends, his home—it had ushered in the ultimate betrayal of his wife and cost him his son. Ryl sent a wave of comfort over his friend before turning his head to meet Andr’s eyes. “There’s likely less than two weeks before the Harvest,” Ryl encouraged. “You’ll be reunited with your son soon.”

      Andr’s eyes bored into Ryl as they maintained their stare. After a moment, he blinked, nodding his head slightly.

      “I will follow you to the end, my friend,” he said. “Come, let’s keep up with the others.”

      Ryl and Andr followed their companions across the uneven terrain. The line separating the jagged rocks and lifeless landscape was dramatic. One step, the land was barren, a virtually lifeless tan void. The next, the small scatterings of resilient grasses along the border sprouted into a wall of greenery; short, wild grasses merging with the slender trees at the forest’s edge.

      Their companions had spread out forming a porous line across the forest’s face, peering into the darkened interior. The woods were nowhere near as dense as the Erlyn, or even the severed remains of the great forest that ran along the mountains, separating Vim from the wastes and demons of the Outlands.

      The forest here was alive, however, not in the same sense that the Erlyn was. Birdsong floated through the trees; squirrels chittered as they played in the branches above their heads.

      Andr continued forward as he reached the line. His unspoken command propelled the others into action, following his lead as he stalked into the woods. He moved onward with a familiarity as if he’d walked the forest's paths since he was a child. A single file line plotted along in his wake, carefully observing their surroundings for any sign of human activity.

      It wasn’t long before Andr led them to the banks of a narrow stream that ran in a southerly direction through the forest. They paused to refill their waterskins from the crisp, clean water before following its course further into the woods. Past midday they veered away from the stream, following a narrow game trail through a thick patch of laurel.

      The path led alongside the base of a massive boulder. A large tree uprooted at some point in the distant past leaned against the top of the rock. On its opposite side, the shrubs subsided, forming a large clearing. The boulder had fractured, depositing a significant chunk of stone a short distance from its side.

      “We can camp here,” Andr announced, placing his bag against the side of the rock. “There only two narrow entrances, an approach through the laurel would be far too noisy. Vox, think you can start us a fire?”

      “Aye, with pleasure,” the elementalist replied with a grin.

      “We'd do well to keep the smoke to a minimum," the mercenary instructed. "Dig two small adjacent holes about half a meter deep behind that rock. Connect their bottoms with a narrow tunnel. Use one hole for fuel, the second leave open for airflow. The fire will burn hot and discrete.”

      Andr rummaged through his pack retrieving a length of fine rope.

      “I'll set some traps,” he offered. “Kaep, if my memory serves me right, there is a small pool just downstream from where we entered the brush. Care to try your hand at fishing?”

      She nodded in reply.

      “Stay quiet. Stay alert,” Andr warned. “Dav, you're with me. Ryl, stay with Kaep.”

      Without another word, Andr hurried off using the second path that continued further past the rock. Kaep had already started walking back toward the stream, and Ryl hastened after her.

      The natural sounds of the forest were a deafening rumble compared to the silence that had accompanied them through the tunnel. Kaep had an arrow nocked as she stalked through the trees. Ryl shadowed her every move, the dormant Leaves in hand.

      Twice she paused drawing her bow before relaxing without a shot. The small unseen prey rustled off through the woodland, lucky to live another day. True to Andr's word, the stream formed a pool a short distance downstream. The setting was serene.

      High in the sky above, the sun cast its beams through the scattered canopy overhead, illuminating the forest in dappled light. Soft moss covered the rocks that lined the edge of the water, and tall ferns and grasses spread out from its banks.

      Ryl paused for a moment as the unexpected and unwelcome desires surged through his mind. In that instant, he was free. Free from the quest to liberate The Stocks. Free from the life that had kept him in relative chains for nearly half his existence.

      He shook his head ridding the thoughts. There was no time for fantasies of what couldn't be. The distraction was a danger. His focus hardened once more; his purpose resolute. The Stocks would fall. The tributes would be free.

      With a muffled sigh, he turned his attention back to their quest for food. The clear water of the pool was deep; Ryl could see the darkened shapes of large fish circling in its depths. Kaep's attention was focused downward, her bow drawn back to its peak tracking the fish below the water. A memory surfaced, a brief conversation in a wooded path. With it came an idea.

      “Kaep, hold,” Ryl whispered.

      She looked mildly annoyed at the interruption, but lowered her bow nonetheless.

      “Let’s see if I can help,” he offered.

      Ryl paused along the edge of the water. In the Erlyn, the forest had willingly provided its bounty. He had no delusions that the woods here would respond to his call, yet a piece of his conversation with Da'agryn had given him the idea he'd yet put to the test.

      He kneeled on the damp, moss covered stones focusing on the fish below while sending out a reassuring feeling of calm. At the same time, he willed the fish to rise.

      There was no question to his command. From below the fish responded on cue circling up to the surface. As the scales of their large bodies breached the water's surface, he plunged his hands into the cold water. His fingers closed around the slippery bodies of two fish as he yanked them out of the pool.

      His face was beaming with childlike pride as he turned to face Kaep with his haul. She slowly shouldered her bow, replacing the arrow in her quiver. The smile spread across her face.

      “Show me how to do that,” she said.
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      Ryl and Kaep returned to the camp triumphant. Strung together on an arrow, ten fish were ready to be cooked. After well over a week surviving on the dried rations, the thought of fresh food made their stomachs rumble. Andr, who'd just returned from setting his traps, smiled at the pair.

      “Nice catch,” he said. “Well done.”

      He drew his sword, moving to one of the smaller saplings along the edge of the clearing. In one vertical strike he sheared the branches from one side. A second slash cleared the other side. A third sheared the tree off near its base.

      “Now we can eat,” the mercenary grinned.

      The fish were prepared and cooked over the small fire that Vox had burning, concealed behind the stone slab. The green branches Andr shaved from the tree served as a grill surface, protecting the fish from the coals below. A small stock of berries and wild greens had been scrounged together from the forest. Together with the freshly cooked fish, the meal was more than passable.

      The rough plan was decided in quiet discussion as the meal turned into the early evening. At best guess, nearly two weeks remained before the annual Harvest. The Stocks were well over one hundred miles to the south. The party would remain uninvited residents of the forest for a portion of that time, slowly making their way closer. There were several small towns and villages between their current location and The Stocks; Andr and the Vigil could easily slip in, restock their supplies, glean important information and disappear without drawing much attention.

      For the moment, food and water were resources they had in abundance. A day of rest would be a benefit as the road ahead was still long. The final task that loomed closer was perilous at best.

      Their planning concluded after darkness had descended upon the forest. The group made to rest, eager for a decent night's slumber with bellies full, free from the tunnel and the howling winds of The Crags.

      Ryl set his bedroll against the edge of the rock face. A steady stream of thoughts rushed through his mind as he sat down against the base of the large stone. Scanning the forest, he could see the fleeting glimpses of the stars visible through the slivers of openings between the branches.

      Vox and Ramm were standing, conversing in hushed tones a few meters to his right. Kaep was sleeping alongside the stone that guarded the light from the waning fire. Andr and Dav too had made themselves comfortable; their slow, rhythmic breathing giving away their slumber.

      Soldi and Nielix had drawn the first watch. Soldi stalked quietly down the path in the direction of the stream. Nielix slowly moved toward the other. He flashed Ryl a mildly veiled look of disapproval before stifling a yawn with the back of his hand. He felt a twinge of concern as he tracked the Vigil’s casual stroll down the forested the path. The healthy fear, the diligent attention that had been instilled in most after the devastation at the Prophet’s Tree had seemingly been lost on the over-confident soldier. As his skills had blossomed with the advanced training, his attitude had reverted back to that of reckless self-assurance. Ryl still couldn’t come to terms with the animosity that had been present in Nielix since first they met.

      Ryl lost track of time as he thought. His head drooped as sleep pulled heavily on his senses. How long had it been since the first watch had left? Perhaps an hour. To his right, Ryl could see the silhouette of Soldi; a slightly out of place shadow against the base of the dark tree. He could see no sign of Nielix off to his left.

      The forest was silent. The singing birds, the rustling of the leaves as the small woodland creatures darted about had long since grown quiet. Even the songs of the insects had grown eerily still.

      Deyalou, who’d been pacing the clearing, stopped along Ryl's side, his eyes scanning the forest.

      “Seems your friend has fallen asleep on the job,” the phrenic said pointing toward the left. Ryl rose to his feet, stepping forward, peering into the darkness. From his new position, he could clearly see the seated form of their sentry, head hung down resting on his hands.

      Ryl shook his head in annoyance.

      “If only the quality of his skills extended to that of his character,” Ryl mused. “I still don’t understand why his attitude toward me has been so caustic from the start.”

      Deyalou let out a sigh as he kicked at an errant twig on the ground in front of him.

      “Nielix hasn’t seen eye to eye with the phrenics for some time now,” he spoke quietly. “I wish I could say that there was a worthy reason. In truth it’s nothing more than petty jealousy.”

      Ryl scrunched his eyes together in a confused look.

      “You see, our Vigil friend over there has had a thing for Kaep since they were children,” Deyalou confessed. “The innocent childhood crush turned into something of an obsession as they both matured. Kaep has continued to spurn his advances. Rather emphatically, I might add. He’s always been the best among his peers at what he’s done, so he’s grown accustomed to having things his way. He’s taken to blaming this loss on the phrenics.”

      “What does that have to do with me?” Ryl questioned.

      Deyalou let out a hushed laugh before shrugging his shoulders as he walked toward the sleeping guard. He turned back to face Ryl.

      “You’ll learn,” Deyalou said with a smile. “It’s time to send him home to bed. It was my watch next anyway.”

      His words stopped abruptly.

      Two points of metal erupted through the front of his chest in a spray of blood. One poked through the center of his torso, the other through his heart. His mouth fell open, his eyes went wide.

      Triggered by the shock and anger, Ryl snapped into action. Time froze as the last hint of life disappeared from Deyalou's eyes. There was no question.

      Deyalou, master swordsman, and Phrenic of Vim, was dead.

      It took less than a moment to survey the scene. A ring of archers had snuck within a dozen meters of where the sleeping Vigil rested. Two had fired the arrows that killed Deyalou, the other bolts, launched a fraction of a second behind were aimed toward Ramm, Vox and himself. There was a flash of light as the moonlight reflected off the naked blade of the final attacker; his stealthy figure crept toward the sleeping form of Nielix, safely under the arrows of his companions.

      A frenzied roar erupted from Ryl's lips as he raced forward. The alexen inside screamed through his veins. They demanded blood. An inferno raged within him.

      He felt the hot splatter of Delayou's blood on his face as he passed the falling body of his friend. The wind swirled around his arm as he whipped his hand outward toward the arrows that floated harmlessly, suspended in air, crawling forward an inch at a time. The devastating arc of wind slammed into the furthest four arrows. Arrows meant to take the lives of his friends. Their shafts wobbled frantically from the strain as they bent upward, altering their present course.

      Ryl ducked under the closest arrow, that had likely been aimed at him. He focused on solidifying the woodskin on his left hand. His skin reacted instantaneously as his hand shot upward, squeezing his fingers closed around the shaft of the projectile. Even with the hardened skin, he felt the stinging burn as the wood slid across his palm. The arrow stopped as the fletching reached his fist. Behind him he heard the cries from Vox and Ramm as they were alerted by the surprise attack.

      With the arrow in hand, Ryl darted toward the sleeping form of Nielix. The silent blade from the stealthy assassin raced toward his throat. Nielix's eyes cracked open, only a sliver, yet more than enough to realize his doom.

      For an instant, Ryl contemplated leaving the man to his fate. His ineptitude had needlessly cost the life of a phrenic. A friend.

      The thought only served to enrage him further. With a final burst of speed, he dove into the attacker. Ryl led with his left shoulder, striking the assassin squarely in the chest. He rushed to harden the woodskin on his left arm as he felt the burning bite of the man's blade enter his skin.

      He landed on top of the shadowed attacker with the full force of his speed and weight. There was a gasp as he heard and felt the breath leave the stunned assassin’s chest. The bloodied blade slipped from the man's grasp. Ryl wrapped his right hand in the fabric of the man's shirt wrenching the helpless man off the ground as he sprang back to his feet.

      He lifted the assassin’s body, slamming it against the thick tree in front of him. The force of the reverberations shook leaves free from the branches above. He held the man off the ground. Without pausing, Ryl slammed the arrow he'd plucked from the air through the left eye of the unknown assailant. The arrow sunk deep into the meat of the tree behind him, suspending the corpse with it.

      The first of the archers was now a matter of meters away; the man’s eyes grew wider as they struggled to follow what was happening in the darkened clearing. In one fluid motion, Ryl covered the distance between himself and the archer. The man's hand moved in slow motion as he raced to free another arrow from his quiver.

      Ryl's right hand closed around the familiar wooden handle of the Leaves, tearing it from its holster.

      The holster, the custom masterwork that Deyalou had made.

      The blade flared to life with a blinding fury the likes of which he'd never before witnessed. The fire burning from its shimmering green blade seared the air around it.

      There would be no mercy in its flames.

      Without a second thought, Ryl separated the head from the archer, moving down the line with lightning precision. Bows were a futile defense against his blazing fury—he decimated the line of archers in an instant.

      As he wheeled to finish the last of the group, the high-pitched wail of an arrow gave him pause. He'd heard the song before. He slid the Leaves back into his holster as the first of the arrows struck the man's chest, carrying him backward into the tree behind him. The rapid stream of arrows pinned his body to the tree in a vertical line reaching from his chest to his groin. The assassin was still alive as the final arrow pierced his skull.

      The world still moved as if in slow motion as Ryl scanned the forest surrounding the camp. Eight had attacked them. None would breathe again. In some cases, their blood and severed limbs hadn’t yet reached the ground. There was a muffled nicker of a horse far off to his right, followed by a muted shout.

      Ryl let the speed fade though the blood still boiled in his veins. Kaep and Ramm were kneeling over the unmoving body of Deyalou. A pool of crimson blood spread out around him. The alexen in his blood cried out in agony. Vox stood tall, a step in front of his fallen companion, guarding his body. His left arm burned with searing orange fire.

      Ryl looked at the body of the man tacked to the tree by Kaep's arrows. His clothes were clean, neatly tailored and pressed. The outfit was not likely the wear of peasants or bandits. The others wore similar outfits. Andr reached his side, sword in hand.

      “Andr, is there a road, or a path near here?” Ryl asked pointing his finger in the direction he'd heard the sound of the horse.

      “There are paths that crisscross the entirety of the forest,” the stunned mercenary responded. “If my memory serves me, there is one leading to the lord's estate in that direction.”

      “I heard a horse, and shouting. Somehow, they knew we were here,” Ryl hissed. “These were no bandits. If they've left someone behind, I'll have answers. Get the phrenics and then come with me. The Vigil stays here.”

      “Ryl, you’re injured,” Andr gasped, pointing at the growing stain of blood from his left arm.

      “It’s only a shallow cut,” Ryl waved his hand, shooing off the comment. “I’ll tend to it while you get the others.”

      Andr, flashed a hesitant look at Ryl, before nodding his head. He backed a step away before turning and rushing back to gather the phrenics. Ryl tore at the fabric of his shirt where the blade had slashed through. The force tore the stitching along his shoulder, separating the entire sleeve from his left arm as well. In truth, Ryl had yet to stop to examine the wound. In the hasty battle, he’d barely given it a second thought. In all respects, the cut should have been severe, yet he was astonished to find it was nothing more than a deep scratch. The corners had already started to scab over.

      He tore the fabric into a thin strip, tying it tightly around the wound. It was a matter of moments before the phrenics arrived with Andr a step behind.

      Kaep’s eyes were red from tears as were Ramm's. Vox had the look of a madman, his eyes burning with hatred that made the fire burning in his hand seem dim.

      “There will be time to mourn Deyalou soon,” Ryl said flipping the hood up over his head. “Now, we hunt.”

      The phrenics raised their hoods, plunging their faces in shadow.
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      Like wraiths through the night, the phrenics and Andr stalked through the trees. The quiet sounds of horses grew as they left their camp far behind. Without slowing, Ryl scanned ahead with his mindsight.

      He stopped abruptly as a hint of black appeared in his vision. The others halted at his side.

      “Scan ahead,” Ryl whispered hurriedly. “Can you not see it?”

      He watched the phrenics concentrate while he probed the darkness again. The smudge of black moved slightly to the right.

      “I see nothing,” Vox admitted in a whisper. The others acknowledge the same.

      “There's something there,” Ryl confessed. “I see a black void. Almost like that of the Horde, yet it's less solid, almost mist-like.”

      The disturbance was as alarming as it was confusing. Not nearly the pitch-black voids projected by the Outland Horde; this mark was airier and more diffused—like a charcoal cloud moving across the land.

      “Let us proceed with caution then,” Kaep whispered. Though her voice was hushed, the anger her words conveyed was deafening.

      They continued forward, tracking silently through the forest. Muted voices, unintelligible from the distance, began mixing with the sounds of the horses.

      Through the trees ahead, a clearing opened along the side of a narrow path beaten into the woods. Ryl counted twelve horses in the light of the flickering fire. A large, covered wagon stood on the side of the road; its mounts were agitated, stomping their feet in protest. Two men hunched over what appeared to be a pair of bodies lying alongside the carriage.

      A black cloaked figure stood a few paces to their side. Ryl had no need for the mindsight to confirm where the charred signature was emanating from. The figure pointed a finger in their direction. The two hunched over the soldiers sprung to their feet, swords flying loose from their scabbards. Where were the others? Two were still unaccounted for.

      The element of surprise was gone. Ryl pushed through the underbrush into the opening on the other side. The cracking of a twig to his left gave away the approach of the first of the hidden attackers. His sword was raised above his head, already moving forward for a lethal strike.

      Only a hint of speed was needed. Ryl lunged forward, ducking slightly to the side, inside the arc of the downward strike of the sword. He grabbed the man by the shirt, balling his hands up in the fabric of each shoulder. Using his momentum, he spun the man around. The swordsman’s feet lifted into the air halfway through the spin, yet his legs churned rapidly as if they still made contact with the ground. Timing his release, Ryl heaved his attacker face first into a tree along the forest's edge. The snap of his neck as it collided with the wood thundered through the trees.

      With a scream, the second hidden man emerged, this time from their right. The long axe in his hand swung out to the side for a vicious strike. Acting on impulse, Ryl stepped inside his swing, hardening the woodskin in his right hand. He hammered the base of his fist down onto the wooden shaft of the axe handle.

      With an echoing knock of wood against wood, the handle exploded in a shower of splinters. The axe head spun harmlessly across the clearing. Ryl tripped the man as he strode through the rain of debris, sending him skidding to the ground. His body stopped as the pointed end of Ramm's massive warhammer pinned his skull to the ground.

      The two remaining guards wavered as they inched ahead, flanking their hooded companion. With two solid thunks, an arrow sprouted from each of their heads. Their bodies dropped, like marionettes whose strings had been cut, crumpling to lifeless heaps on the ground. The third arrow missed its mark as the hooded stranger casually stepped aside.

      “Ah, there are more,” the hooded figure hissed as it whipped two serrated, curve blades from their sheaths. “Now this is a surprise.”

      It darted forward with astonishing speed, forcing Ryl to fall back a step as he pulled the Leaves from their holsters. The blades erupted to life as soon as they cleared the leather. Time slowed, yet the hooded figure still moved with considerable speed, comparable to that of the phrenics that stood at his back. Kaep, Ramm, Vox and Andr fanned out behind him.

      Ryl dodged a slash at his chest, immediately twisting away from the second aimed at his neck. He had no desire to prolong the fight. He felt an unusual tingling feeling bubble up in his left arm.

      “Keep this one alive,” Ryl called to his companions. “I want answers.”

      The hooded man grinned as he launched a vicious strike at Ryl's chest. He twisted his body into a spin, both blades preparing for an attack. Ryl cut his movement off, darting forward to land the heel of his shoe in the center of the man's back. The blow sent him sprawling across the clearing. The figure rolled coming to a momentary rest on his back.

      Ramm anticipated the motion, seizing his opening, slamming his warhammer down. The man shrieked in pain as the pointed end of the massive mallet impaled his left arm above the elbow, pinning him to the ground.

      “Who are you?” Ryl demanded as he stepped closer.

      The man snarled as he lifted his chest from the ground. Ryl hopped back a step as the blade in his right hand lashed out again. He watched in shock as the hooded man spun the knife in his hand mid-strike, then finished the move by driving the blade through his own heart.

      Ryl let time fall back to normal; his hair and cloak shifting as it rushed past. He quickly scanned the area. The darkened clot in his vision evaporated as the life drained from the man's body. His vision was clear once more.

      His companions were at his side standing over the body as he bent down, removing the hood from the man's head. He heard Kaep gasp as the features became visible.

      The man's face was gaunt and withered. His skin was pale, and streaks of black clawed their way up from his neck. The stains spread out across his cheeks in the same way that the roots of a plant spread out through the earth.

      The face was shockingly familiar to Ryl. As if they'd been acquainted yet separated for many cycles. He let the blades of the Leaves fade away, before using the end of the handle to pull down on the collar of the hooded corpse. Ryl gasped at the sight. He felt the breath rush from his body and his stomach churn like he was falling.

      The blackened lines grew thicker further down his neck, yet that wasn't what shocked Ryl. The folds of the black hood had concealed a harrowing secret. On the man's neck, just under his right ear were the raised markings of a brand.

      H1343.

      The man laying before him was dead.

      The corpse at his feet was that of a tribute.

      “Ryl, do you see the brand? Andr whispered in shock. “How is that possible?”

      Ryl shook his head in disbelief. The withered shell of a man before him bore the telltale marks of a tribute. What madness drew him to attack one of his own?

      Andr bent down, carefully turning the head in the opposite direction. The house brand—a crest with two crossed swords, framed by the massive rack of a buck—still bulged through the skin over the streaks of black on the left side of his neck.

      “This is the mark of House Villais,” Andr explained. “It's no coincidence that this path leads to their front door.”

      A groan from the direction of the wagon interrupted their conversation; the Leaves flared to life as he hurdled the corpse. There were two bodies on the ground. One writhed while the other remained still. Bonds secured both their hands and feet and rags were wrapped around their mouths. Ryl approached cautiously, as the figure continued to squirm.

      A few steps away, it became evident that the struggling captive was that of a man. His brown hair had a peppering of grey, exposing his age. His body, though not overly athletic, was by no means obese. The man's head turned toward Ryl, and his eyes went wide as he noted their approach.

      Only a moment earlier, his captors had loomed over him. Now, a mysterious party of five approached while the bodies of those who had likely bound him lay in ruins behind them. The scene must have been utterly terrifying and simultaneously confusing. He frantically tried to work his way away from them, squirming closer to the second figure who remained face down and unmoving. Ryl let the glowing blades disappear, sliding them back into their holsters.

      He stopped, motioning for the others to pause as well. Stepping forward, he kneeled a meter from the struggling captive. He sent out a wave of calm. The man ceased struggling almost immediately. His wide eyes blinked as he watched Ryl's every movement.

      “Lie still, friend. We mean you no harm,” Ryl implored, slowly removing his hood. Relief flooded the man's face.

      “We'll cut your bonds; we would just like to ask a few questions. Is that alright with you?” Ryl asked. The man nodded his head rapidly, and the corners of his mouth worked upward as if attempting to smile despite the gag in his mouth. He mumbled something unintelligible, and his eyes frantically turned toward the figure lying beside him.

      Ryl carefully helped the man to a sitting position before motioning to Andr.

      “Cut him free,” Ryl said.

      The mercenary severed the rough rope that bound his hands and feet while Ryl removed the gag from the man's mouth. The man's newly freed hands immediately massaged his wrists that were rubbed raw from the rope.

      The man looked to be nearing his fiftieth cycle. His hair had receded slightly from the front of his scalp. There was the beginning of a large welt swelling on the right side of his face. A small trickle of blood had nearly dried from another small laceration across his forehead. His face struggled to contain his relief and joy as the binding fell away.

      “I can’t thank you enough,” the man said appreciatively, before his face flushed with worry. He twisted to his side, carefully rolling over the bound figure near his back.

      Ryl’s heart skipped a beat.

      The second bound figure was that of a boy.

      The man tried desperately to pull the gag from the youngster’s mouth. The child appeared to be no older than his early teens. White, salty residue from lines of dried tears stained his face, and the hair on the right side of his head was matted with blood.

      Andr was at the child's side in an instant, gently cutting the gag from his face before moving to the binds on his hand and feet. The elder of the captives leaned his head in close to the boy’s face. Ryl saw the steady rise and fall of the youngster’s chest. He could see the relief flood the older man’s body as he felt the breath on his face. He pulled the boy into a tight embrace. Tears streaming from his eyes.

      Ryl and the others waited patiently as the man rocked back and forth, cradling the youngster in his arms. It was several moments before his tears stopped enough for him to speak.

      “If it's answers you seek, I am more than obliged to assist. Mere answers alone will not be a sufficient repayment for the service you have done me.”

      The man paused as his eyes traveled to the child in his arms. His voice was choked with unfiltered emotion.

      "And my boy," he blubbered.

      “We seek no reward, my friend,” Ryl responded politely. “Answers will suffice. Let's start with your name.”

      The man nodded, releasing a single hand from the boy, holding it out to Ryl.

      “The name's Aldren,” he said.

      Ryl took his hand with a firm shake.

      “This is my son, Cade,” Aldren stated. The tears threatened to fall once more. The man sniffed heavily before exhaling deeply, temporarily stoppering the emotion.

      “Well met, Aldren. My name's Ryl. How did you end up in the hands of such poor company?” he inquired.

      “I'm nothing more than a merchant. We live at the southern tip of the Fellwood. I purchased the plot of land for my son and I from the late Lord and Lady Felloc. Rest their souls,” Aldren explained. “Felloc was a good man, he was kind and fair to all. He was a close friend.”

      The merchant’s eyes wandered the forest aimlessly for a moment, and the corners of his lips turned up subtly, as if invoking his friend’s name sparked some long forgotten pleasant memory.

      “The heir to House Villais, the one that stole their lands in the wake of their horrific murders, couldn't be further from their mold,” he spat. “The Lord has worked for cycles to force us from our land, though I rightfully hold the deed. We had just left with a large, regular shipment of supplies due for a private customer to the south when they accosted us on the road.”

      His story stopped as his eyes went wide. He frantically fought to gain his feet.

      “We must flee now,” he pleaded, his voice desperate. “There was a group of eight that left not long ago, headed south into the forest. We tried to run after they left. Didn't get far though. They could return any minute.”

      He turned to the side, gently lifting his son, making for his wagon. Ryl stopped him with a hand on his shoulder.

      “Fear not, my friend. They will pose no more threat to you,” Ryl said calmly.

      “They're killers, cold-blooded the lot of them,” Aldren continued.

      “Aye, that they were,” Ryl said.

      He struggled to repress the raw emotion that surged through him. He hadn’t yet taken the time to fully process what had happened. To come to terms with the loss they’d just experienced.

      “I assure you; all met a fitting end and punishment for their crimes,” Ryl hissed.

      Aldren’s eyes went wide. He stopped to survey the mysterious group standing before him. Ryl was sure the spatter of blood still covered his body. The three phrenics at his rear remained hooded, motionless. Andr stood with arms crossed at his side.

      “Tell me, how did they know where to find us?” Ryl asked.

      “That one there,” Aldren said pointing to the body of the black cloaked tribute. “That one is the Lord’s newest councilor. He called us to an abrupt halt. I'm afraid I only overheard a portion of their conversation. Something about how he could feel the presence of fugitives in that direction, though he couldn't be certain of where.”

      The merchant’s eyes wandered to Ryl’s neck as the comment escaped his lips. They lingered on the brands for an instant before darting back to Ryl’s eyes. He failed to hide the look of recognition and surprise that flashed across his face.

      The implications of Aldren’s statement sent a chill down Ryl's spine. The shell of a tribute had been able to sense them. Was he able to pinpoint their location like the phrenics could with their mindsight? Was the overpowering signature that he gave off the reason for Deyalou's death? In thinking back to the attack at the tree of the prophet and his scouting trips outside Vim, had he been the reason, the inadvertent call to the Outland Horde?

      The thoughts were sickening.

      “Where will you go now?” Ryl asked.

      Aldren sighed.

      “I s'pose we’ll finish the delivery, then look for a new place to call home,” he said remorsefully.

      Andr tapped Ryl on the shoulder.

      “I'd like a word with my companions if you please, Aldren,” Andr said politely.

      The merchant nodded with a smile, gently laying his boy back on the ground at his feet. Andr and Ryl spoke in hushed tones with the phrenics waiting behind them.

      “He speaks the truth, Ryl,” Andr announced.

      “How can you be certain?” Ryl asked.

      “His is a name I'm familiar with,” Andr said quietly. “I prefer to never approach a job unprepared. It's a habit that saved my life more times than I can count. I know this land well, along with the political leanings of many of the prominent members. He was a true friend of Lord Felloc’s and a friend to the tributes.”

      “Could we find shelter on his property?” Ryl quizzed.

      “Possibly, though I can't be certain,” Andr admitted. “Either way, it gets us closer to our final destination.”

      “If he's a true friend to the tributes as Andr says, it would be unwise to turn down any assistance he can offer,” Kaep added. “Though I will not leave without first tending to Deyalou.”

      The phrenics hung their heads at the mention of their friend.

      “Then it's decided. If Aldren will help shelter us, we will go,” Ryl said. “Let us clean up this area. Bury their bodies in the woods and fetch the Vigil. Deyalou comes with us.”
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      Aldren was more than willing to accommodate Ryl and his companions. Though his curiosity was piqued, he knew better than to ask questions that needed not be answered. The scene of the battle along the path was quickly cleaned, returning the narrow forest road to as near its original state as possible, though the dark, wet pools of blood would take time to dry. The bodies of the black cloaked tribute and the soldiers that accompanied him were buried in shallow unmarked graves. The assassins in the woods were left to rot.

      The group mounted the newly rider less horses. They collected the remaining ones, lashing their reins to the rear of Aldren's wagon as they followed closely in his wake. Growing up, Ryl had little experience with horses. He’d ridden atop an old dray that his father had led from the lumber mill on occasions, yet his experience ended there. He mounted with ease; with the natural, fluid motion of someone who’d grown up riding. The phrenics around him showed no sign of discomfort or trouble. The information, the knowledge, the experience inherent in his blood flooded his mind with startling clarity. The Vigil had more difficulty, yet they were soon situated atop their horses as they moved slowly from the clearing.

      Deyalou had been wrapped in his cloak, his body carefully strapped to one of the unencumbered mounts. At seeing the loss of their friend, Aldren had expressed his sincerest condolences, volunteering a plot on his land alongside the resting place of his wife to bury their friend.

      Ryl and Andr rode alongside the merchant conversing quietly while their watchful eyes scanned the surrounding forest. The noise of the insects had returned; the forest seemed to carry on as if nothing had disturbed the peacefulness of its slumber.

      Cade woke shortly after they began their trek to the south. His eyes went wide as he took in their new riding companions. After a brief introduction and recounting of all that had taken place, he remained quietly by his father's side watching the newcomers with wonder.

      It wasn't long before Aldren confirmed his feelings regarding the tributes without prompting. He still mourned the loss of his friend, Lord Felloc. He, like Andr, was convinced their deaths were a direct result of their vocal opposition to the king and the Ascertaining Decree.

      “Curse the king. Curse the black hearts of the sponsors,” Aldren spat venom. “What right do they have over a child's life?” He wrapped his arm protectively around his son’s shoulders

      His rhetorical question struck a chord with Ryl, as he was sure it did with Andr. The answer was simple.

      They had no right.

      “I have no desire to know your cause, though anyone with any sense of reason can guess it’s not a party built for peaceful negotiations,” Aldren said, keeping his eye fixed on the road ahead. “You’ve saved my life. You saved my son’s life. For that, I am bound by honor to repay you in any means I can. My lands run from the road ahead to the foot of the mountains. Use them as you like for as long as you like. I fear I will not be returning there again.”

      His words were filled with sorrow. There was an obvious pain behind them. His life and the life of his son were to be yet another unaccounted casualty in the crimes against the tributes and the phrenics. Aldren’s home and livelihood were now likely forfeit. He was vocal in his support of that which was right and would have paid the ultimate price if not for the timely intervention of the phrenics and their companions. Ryl was encouraged by the sentiment coming from the merchant; a common freeman of Damaris.

      Regardless, the time was rapidly nearing for the fires of change to be set ablaze. Would they catch alight, or be drowned under a wave of apathy?

      Only time would tell.

      “Where will you go, my friend?” Ryl asked the merchant.

      “I’m not sure, to be honest,” Aldren sighed, pausing for a moment as he thought of his options. “I have an associate I’ve regularly done business with near Milstead. We have family near Leremont, though that may not be the safest place to reestablish shop given the present circumstances. The only other option is a cousin, though we haven’t spoken in cycles. He has a small shop in Cantros.”

      Andr’s eyes widened for an instant. He winked as he met eyes with Ryl.

      “That’s the home of House Eligar, if I’m not mistaken,” Andr commented. “I’ve done work for the good Lord Eligar in the past, we have a good rapport. If it’s work you seek, I’d happily send you with a written recommendation.”

      A portion of the worry clouding Aldren’s face melted away at the statement. A smile tugged up on the corners of his lips.

      “I am eternally grateful for what you've done already. You continue to assist me even though it is I that are forever indebted to you, my friends,” Aldren said excitedly. “I’ll head straight there after making this final delivery. Honestly, if I must admit, I’ll be happy to never see that place again.”

      “Why is that?” Ryl asked curiously. “Where is your final delivery?”

      “The shadows of the Martrion Ruins would be the last place I’d willingly set up shop,” Aldren shuddered at the comment, whispering as he continued. “Though they thankfully don’t make their presence known, there’s always the cursed Lei Guard watching from the shadows. You rarely see more than the flutter of black fabric. Don’t even have to see them to know they’re there. You can feel their devilish eyes stabbing you like knives.”

      Ryl was stunned by the comment. What were the Lei Guard doing there? Would his presence in the area draw them to him? Was he putting the others at risk? He opened his mouth to speak, but Andr was quick to interrupt him.

      “Excuse us for a moment, Aldren,” Andr said respectfully. “We have a matter to discuss with our companions.”

      “As you will,” Aldren said, giving his horses a light tap with the crop.

      Andr stopped, and Ryl reined in his horse beside him. They waited for the rest of their companions to stop with them.

      “Our new friend let slip some information that might prove invaluable to our cause,” Andr explained. “The presence of Lei Guard anywhere outside the capital is more than just curious. When I was in the service of Ryl’s sponsor, he received a missive from the King, detailing the processing options for his upcoming tribute. It noted two options. The main facility near Leremont, or the quicker of the two due to a smaller backlog, a production facility in Martrion.”

      Hope soared through Ryl at the statement.

      “Martrion has been abandoned for centuries,” Andr continued. “If the Lei Guard are there, so too is the production facility.”

      By best estimate, there were still close to two weeks before the annual Harvest. Martrion was only a matter of a day’s ride from their current course.

      Ryl grinned at the thought.

      Their mission to free The Stocks, to free the tributes hadn’t changed. They were just adding another stop along the way.
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      It took no convincing to enlist the assistance of Aldren in their plan. They had ridden for several hours along the forested path before exhaustion forced them to pause for the night. Sentries were posted in either direction and the group slept hesitantly, though thankfully undisturbed, through the remainder of the darkness.

      They resumed their weary trek just after first light the following morning. Their progress started off sluggish as all were groggy, owing to the turbulant events of the previous evening. Adding to their discomfort, they’d learned from the merchant that their estimate of the remaining number of days had been slightly off. With the dawning of the days’s sun, there were now only twelve days remaining before the upcoming Harvest.

      The sun had passed midday when the party veered off the narrow, wooded path leading to the Lord’s estate along the lake, merging onto a second, crudely maintained road that ran both east and west. As the hours passed the woods around them had grown sparser. Navigating Aldren’s cart, however, became a tedious operation owing to the increasingly rocky terrain. The sun had nearly disappeared as they arrived at the merchant’s modest home, set against the backdrop of forest and mountains further in the distance. The sky burned red, as the last of the sun's rays faded over the mountains. Their jagged peaks were silhouetted against the darkening sky.

      Having lost his wife many cycles earlier to a tragic illness, Aldren had chosen to remain in their home, happy for the peace of a secluded existence for himself and his son. The thought of living in one of the cities, or even villages, left a sour taste in his mouth. The debauchery and depravity of the current society was frequently on show for all to witness. His excursions to the markets were enough to pacify all desire to remain for any extended amount of time.

      The merchant had willingly agreed to postpone the start of his final delivery until the following morning, though he stressed that delaying further would only increase the risk of retribution from the ill-tempered lord. Once the councilor and patrol he’d sent to fetch him failed to return, others would come seeking answers.

      He knew their questions would not be polite in nature.

      Aldren’s home was a single-story building, with a small garden in the clearing at its front. The path traveled in a straight line between the neat crops to where it split in front of the homestead. A warehouse and small stable for his horses and a large corral sat off to the left, his home to the right.

      “You can release the horses in the corral,” the merchant said as he stopped his wagon alongside the stable. “Make yourselves at home while I take care of my mounts.”

      Andr left to help the merchant, while Ryl and the others relieved their horses of their burdens. Ramm carefully removed the body of Deyalou, laying him tenderly on the ground. Fresh tears welled in his eyes.

      Moments later, Andr emerged from the stable, walking with his head low to the grieving phrenic. He spoke quietly with Ramm, and the phrenic patted him on the shoulder, nodding his head with a small smile before Andr returned to the stable. Shortly after, the mercenary returned bearing a pair of shovels and a lantern. He and Ramm walked into the distance, toward the base of a large tree that stood alone from the rest of the forest.

      It was a short, somber memorial that marked the burial of the phrenic. Ryl stood back as Vox and Ramm lowered their friend’s body into the ground. The tears shed far outnumbered the words spoken. The phrenics remained after the last shovel of dirt covered his eternal bed.

      Ryl had only known Deyalou for less than a cycle, yet he mourned his passing in his heart, and in his veins. His blood felt cold as it crawled through his body. The chill of agony sunk deep into his soul.

      Ramm was the last to leave his graveside. The phrenic searched silently around the grave of his friend as the rest of the group moved somberly back to the light of Aldren’s home. He returned shortly after with a large flat stone, placing it alongside his pack.

      A watch schedule was established; although unlikely, they would be prepared in the case of a follow up visit from the lord’s men.

      The night outside was thankfully quiet. Inside, the planning continued until late. Though Aldren gave his best recounting of the force assembled inside the walled compound, their information was woefully incomplete. A crude plan was agreed upon, though a more thorough reconnaissance would be required when they neared the facility. Luckily, the sleepy hamlet of Serrate rested less than a mile from the walls of the facility, bordering the banks of the river.

      By arriving after nightfall, Aldren would be forced to spend the evening at The Twin Spate, the only Inn in Serrate; an occurrence he’d been relegated to by delays on several occasions. He assured them that a small party arriving earlier that same day would raise no suspicion, as hunting parties routinely used the village as a stopping point in their travels. The others would unfortunately be forced to suffer another night in the woods.

      With the planning complete, it was a weary party, both physically and emotionally, that made for their beds. Ramm remained awake, with the flat stone he’d retrieved earlier resting in his lap. He scratched away at its surface with a small tool he’d borrowed from Aldren as the others took to sleep.

      Ryl was awake with the first light of the sun. The rest, although short, had gone a long way to satisfy his body’s need. He was eager to get moving. The nervous anticipation of the events to come, events that could forever shape a kingdom were pulling at him. It was a feeling that grew stronger with every passing hour. The prospect of disrupting a processing facility was too alluring to pass, though he shuddered to think of what they might find inside.

      As they made to leave, Ramm called the group together, leading them to the tree under which Delayou had been laid to rest. He clutched the rock he’d labored over against his broad chest, cradling the stone as if it was as fragile as glass. With reverent care, he laid the slab down over the phrenic’s head.

      The work he’d labored over was a masterpiece. The face of the stone had been flattened, smoothed to a polished shine. The detail of his design was breathtaking. Two trees stood tall along the edges; each had a single leafy branch that stretched out along the top, merging with the other as they touched in the center. Ryl could see the individual veins on the leaves. An intricately detailed vine wound its way around their trunks, continuing along the bottom border. The vines wrapped carefully around the blade of a sword extending diagonally upward across the face of the stone. The blade on either side of the fuller seemed to shimmer in the light based on the direction it was viewed.

      In the center of the stone were carved two words.

      Deyalou (1351)

      With a silent nod, and a final tear, Ryl said his last goodbye to his friend.

      The group moved quietly down the alley, passing through the small garden, leaving Aldren’s house behind them. Ryl saw the merchant cast a final look over his shoulder before the house disappeared from view. There was moisture welling in his eyes.

      The next day passed in a blur of trees and plains. The road they followed soon merged with the Bredth, the main thoroughfare that connected the southern shores of the Kingdom to the frozen northern coast. Here, the path ran due south, meandering among grasslands of Damaris. To their west, the mountains were a steadfast companion. Ryl’s anticipation grew the further they moved to the south. He scanned the distance with his mindsight incessantly. His vision remained thankfully clear.

      With few exceptions, the group remained quiet and reserved throughout the travel. Nielix hadn’t spoken more than a few words since the attack in the woods, and those were only in direct response to questions. Ryl wasn’t near the point of forgiving him; his careless action had caused the death of a valued friend. However, his downtrodden attitude was almost more grating than the open animosity. From the corner of his eye, Ryl caught sight of the Vigil’s horse tracking a determined line toward his, though the man's head still hung low.

      Andr noted the approach, hastening his pace, stopping just off the flank of Ryl’s horse, providing a buffer between the two.

      Nielix drew up alongside Andr, and his head raised, his eyes locking on to Ryl’s. The look in them was tormented. The animosity was still there, yet it was now overpowered by sadness, fear and the overwhelming self-doubt that failure brings.

      “Please let me speak before you say anything,” Nielix’s voice wavered. “The full weight of Deyalou’s death lands squarely on my shoulders. For that, I take full responsibility. It is a burden I will forever bear.”

      Ryl suppressed the urge to rebuff the comment with effort. Nielix would reap no sympathy from him.

      “I am sorry that my actions led to his death,” Nielix whispered. “I don’t ask for your sympathy, or for your forgiveness. I came to say thank you. Thank you for saving me even though I didn’t deserve the effort. A man far better than me died. Yet when you had the chance, you spared me anyway. I can’t say that I would have done the same if our places were switched. I need to know, why did you stop that blade from ending my life?”

      “It is true, you will find no sympathy from me. The path to forgiveness will be longer,” Ryl said quietly. “You have skill that is unmatched among your peers, yet you let your actions be ruled by petty jealousy and hatred. Yet, I do not seek your death. What's done had been done. There's no changing that. Let your actions from this moment forward be that which defines you.”

      Ryl spurred his horse forward. He'd said what he needed to say. The wound was still too fresh. He had the foresight to see that nothing good would have come from extending the conversation. He felt the hint of anger burning in his veins, yet he respected the man for saying what he had.

      Andr rode up beside him, leaning in close.

      “You showed more restraint than he perhaps deserved,” Andr whispered. “Well done, Ryl.”

      The mercenary turned his horse, slowly plodding his way to the back of the column to relieve the rear guard.

      Shortly after midday the following day, Aldren called a stop to the slow procession. Ahead of them a second road branched off from the first, leading toward the west. The track they’d been following had veered slightly to the east of due south, leading them away from the mountains. Looming over the trees in the distance, set atop a large hill and overlooking the surrounding lands was the crumbling ruins of a once powerful stronghold.

      “Those, my friends, are the Martrion Ruins,” Aldren said with a grand wave of his hand. “As legend holds, they were the home of Taben the Defender before his conquest over the demons of the Outlands. At least that is what the myths say.”

      The phrenics exchanged a knowing glance. None more so than Ryl; they were all keenly aware of the awesome power the ancient phrenics held.

      “We split here,” Andr announced. “Dav, Soldi, Nielix, you're with me.”

      The Vigil moved with purpose, leading their horses to an easy canter.

      “Stay safe. We'll see you in Serrate, my friends,” Andr winked as he wheeled his mount, riding quickly to catch his companions.

      Ryl repressed a feeling of remorse as he watched his friend ride into the distance. Andr had been his steadfast companion over the countless miles. They had traveled through the uncharted wilds and back to the kingdom they’d fled.

      “Cade, it’s time for you to take your leave as well,” Aldren said confidently as he patted his son on the shoulder. “You have an important task ahead of you. One in which I know you will not disappoint.”

      Cade stared at his father for a long moment before wrapping his arms around him in a tight embrace.

      “Stay to the roads by day and Inns by night,” Aldren gently reminded his son. “Keep the message safe.”

      Aldren patted his hand against his son’s chest, over his right breast. Under the fabric of his clothing, the carefully folded and sealed missive remained.

      “I will, father,” Cade said. His words rang clear with impressive confidence.

      Cade quickly alighted from the head of the wagon, gathering his carefully arranged pack, and tucking a small dagger in its sheath under his belt. He mounted the last remaining, unburdened horse they’d retained from the Lord’s assassins.

      He looked back at his father one last time. There was no hiding the moisture in his eyes.

      Goodbye, father,” Cade mumbled.

      “Stay safe, my son,” Aldren responded, his voice wavering as he spoke. “I love you. I’ll see you soon.”

      After a moment's hesitation, Cade turned his mount, hurrying along the southern road.

      Aldren watched his retreating form for several moments. All were silent as the merchant took in the last few glimpses of his son.

      “You’ll be reunited soon, my friend,” Ryl said as he poured a feeling of hope over the merchant.

      Aldren cracked a small smile in response. He took a long, slow deep breath.

      “Aye. Let us be on our way then,” the merchant announced as cheerfully as he could muster. “Darkness waits for no one. We still have a long, slow ride ahead of us.”

      With a flick of the whip, Aldren's horses began their march onward. The collapsing spires of a long-dead house loomed ominously in the distance.
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      Ryl and the phrenics rode in slow procession following Aldren and his wagon. The lantern suspended from the front cast a flickering halo of light on the surrounding trail and woods. The merchant reined in his horses, whispering for their silence as they nickered noisily. Their sounds echoed throughout the quiet forest.

      The phrenics stopped alongside the head of the wagon. The churning rapids of a river could be heard in the distance.

      “Here's where we part ways as well,” Aldren whispered. “Around the bend ahead the road dips slightly before reaching the river. The stone bridge here is the only crossing for many miles in either direction. The icy waters below run in two channels. Closest to the village, the water is calm, however, closer to this bank, the waters churn with rapids that are nothing to be trifled with. Serrate is on the opposite bank. Stay safe, my friends.”

      “Thank you, Aldren,” Ryl said graciously. “Your guidance has been crucial and your support unwavering. We shall see you again once this is through.”

      “It is you I have to thank,” Aldren corrected. “Without you, my son and I would be dead. We will be forever in your debt.”

      The merchant urged his wagon forward, and the phrenics watched as it disappeared around the bend in the road. Their heads turned as a low whistle broke through the trees to their left. A shadowed figure slowly materialized from the forest’s edge. Andr greeted his friends with a smile.

      “Come, lead your horses after me,” the mercenary said softly. “There's a clearing ahead, we can talk there.”

      The phrenics followed orders, quietly leading their mounts off the beaten path into the darkness of the forest. The night sky was clear, the area lit by the light of a bright moon overhead. They weaved their way carefully along what appeared to be a narrow game trail, stopping a hundred meters of so into the forest. The small clearing was surrounded on all four side by woods, though the lights of the small town flickered through the leaves to the west.

      “What news from Serrate?” Kaep asked as they tied their horses off along the edge of the opening.

      “From what I can tell, the estimates of the merchant were sound,” Andr detailed. “There appears to be no more than a token force of soldiers manning the gate and facility. Though none were visible from the outside, rumors abound through the village of the black cloaked killers who lurk inside the gates.”

      “If it is Lei Guard, where there's one, there will always be six more,” Ryl reiterated.

      “There is no love for the soldiers or Lei Guard around the village,” Andr said. “Though only spoken in whisper, they accuse them both of numerous disappearances and a rash of violent, unsolved murders that have happened over the last cycle. The village feels ripe for revolt.”

      “Then let us use that discontent to our advantage,” Ryl said. “Can you discretely stir the pot?”

      Andr chuckled softly.

      “Aye, I can be discrete,” the mercenary said with a devilish smile. “And there's more. The seeds you've spoke of so many times, the seeds of change, they’ve taken root here.”

      There was a crack of a twig, and a quiet rustle in the woods to their rear. Hands fell to their blades; Kaep had an arrow ready at the waiting. The rustling continued, retreating rapidly into the depths of the forest—the chittering of the squirrel gave away its true identity.

      “Just last cycle, testing confirmed a boy with alexen,” Andr continued. “His family was well respected and well-loved throughout the village. They ran. None but the boy survived, though his legend has grown. Seems their young lad killed a guard in the process of his capture. He's revered like a myth here.”

      Ryl felt his heart rate surge at the mention. Could it be Aiden? He’d heard of none since the boy who’d felled a guard during their apprehension.

      A thin smile crossed his lips.

      “I believe I know the boy well,” Ryl whispered. “Stubborn as a mule, but stronger than an ox. Even at just over nine cycles, I reckon there are few stronger than him in The Stocks.”

      Ramm let out a low, quiet whistle in response to the statement.

      “Do we proceed tomorrow as planned?” Ryl asked, looking to all in turn.

      Andr nodded his head.

      “I don’t see why not,” he said. “Draw them out. The Vigil will be in place.”

      “Let them come,” Ramm growled.

      “I'll slip into the facility with Aldren's wagon,” Andr said. “I'll have the gates open for you.”

      He paused a moment, looking the phrenics in the eyes, one by one. Ryl’s eyes were the last he met. They held their gaze for a moment.

      “Remember, tomorrow, if their numbers are more than you can sustain, get to the horses and flee,” Andr stressed. “Head south, don't stop until you reach The Stocks. Don't wait for us, the tributes are counting on you.”

      Andr squeezed Ryl's shoulder, flashing a quick, pained smile.

      “Good luck. I'll see you tomorrow,” the mercenary said before turning and melting back into the darkness.
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      The morning dawned with a chill in the air. Ryl and the phrenics had already left the small clearing they’d called a home for the night. The road was quiet, though in the distance, Ryl could hear the hoofbeats and the squeaking wheels of a heavily laden wagon as it bumped over the uneven road.

      A thick layer of mist floated over the water, hiding the rapids below. The walkway of the stone bridge poked out over the fog as if it were floating on air.

      Across the river, Serrate had come to life with the first rays of the sun. A rooster, late to his morning duty, called in the distance. Ryl could hear the unintelligible voices of the fishermen projecting out over the water. He watched as their bodies disappeared into and materialized from the mist as they moved about along the short stairs to the piers and boats below.

      Warehouses lined the avenue to the left of the bridge, and a small tavern and a three-story inn capped the end of the row of buildings. The main road from the bridge separated the inn from the merchant’s shop on the opposite corner. There were residences and stores lining both sides of the street following the small road to the west.

      Ryl felt a chill rush through his body. He seen the village before, yet he'd never stepped foot in it. The village had materialized in his dreams.

      The village that had turned into a nightmare night after night.

      “We're ready, Ryl,” Kaep said confidently as she stopped beside him.

      Vox and Ramm paused along his opposite side.

      “Do you think they’ll be able to see us, like we can see them?” Kaep asked softly.

      “That thought hasn’t left my mind since we met Aldren on the path,” Ryl admitted. “That tribute, tainted as he was, felt our presence. He had a vague sense of the direction, but we know not whether he could pinpoint our exact location.”

      The realization dawned on him as he spoke the words aloud, as if hearing them sparked the understanding.

      “They are like the Horde,” Ryl theorized. “They swarm when they feel the presence of the alexen, yet they require the visual cues and the rest of their senses to guide them.”

      His head turned to the phrenics standing at his side. He met their eyes. All nodded in silent agreement with his assessment.

      “We’ll draw them to the bridge then fight as one,” Ryl said. “The narrow path will make even their number; they’ll only be able to strike from one side.”

      Their horses were tied off just inside the tree line, a last resort should their plan fall apart. A sudden fear ran through him. Were they too hasty in their planning? Should they have bypassed Serrate and not deviated from their schedule?

      He closed his eyes, breathing in deeply. The clean morning air filled his lungs. With a steady, slow breath, he released the doubt that had threatened to consume him.

      “Let's go,” he said. “The tributes await.”

      Ryl stepped forward, each footfall descending deeper and deeper into the morning fog. The mists swirled in their wake, forming small eddies behind their legs as they passed. He scanned ahead with the mindsight, but he was still too far to see anything of use.

      The sounds of the morning seemed too quiet as they approached the bridge. The rushing of the water below, the singing of the birds in the trees all sounded muted. His foot struck the stone bridge, the sound echoed through the fog.

      Step after step, they approached the village. Ahead in the distance the crumbling stone spires jutted out into the sky.

      Ryl felt the magnetic attraction as if he was being drawn toward the ruins. He noted the foreign tingling sensation in his left arm. He’d never replaced his shirt where he’d torn it to cover the wound. The cut had all but disappeared; the tattoos seemingly reclaiming their lost canvas. He couldn’t understand the feeling, had no grasp of its meaning, yet now was not the time for contemplation.

      Their presence was noted as they began crossing the bridge. The appearance of their four hooded figures materializing from the morning mist must have been disconcerting to the villagers. They walked slowly, purposefully toward the small village. Ryl watched a woman with a basket in one hand grab the arm of her child with her other, dragging the dawdling youth into the nearest house. The door slammed shut behind them. The fishermen on the docks froze in place watching their approach; their darkened, featureless silhouettes stood out through the thick mist.

      They had just crossed the center of the bridge when the rapid thunder of hoofbeats rose from behind them. They paused in place, hands hovering over their weapons. Ryl scanned the area with his mindsight—the area was free of the dark stains of the unknown warriors.

      A single rider appeared from around the corner, his horse barreling down the hill toward the bridge. As he drew closer, Ryl could see the terror written across his pale face. They stepped to the side as his horse thundered past. The rider screamed in alarm.

      “They come,” his panicked voice broke through the quiet morning. “Lei Guard, they come.”

      His voice trailed off as he continued through the village. Ryl frantically scanned the area, focusing with all his might, willing his mindsight to greater lengths. His heart skipped a beat at the scene the vision painted.

      Approaching rapidly through the forest, a clustered dark mass surged towards their position.

      From the other side of the village, a second group hastened toward them.

      Two parties of Lei Guard. Fourteen black cloaked warriors converged on them.

      They were outnumbered more than three to one.

      “From both sides. They come,” Ryl breathed. “We are penned in.”

      The phrenics swung their heads from side to side. In both directions the road was still clear. Through the morning mist, he could feel the darkness choking out the light as it approached. Their plan had unraveled.

      They were trapped. There would be no escaping without a fight.

      “Flee now,” Ryl demanded.

      The others appraised him with worried eyes.

      “We will be crushed between them, they are too many,” Ryl continued.

      “We’re not leaving you, Ryl. We will fight as one,” Kaep demanded.

      “I see no other way,” he hissed.

      “They’ll kill you,” Kaep pleaded.

      “No. They won’t,” Ryl asserted.

      The subconscious determination flowed from his body. An antagonizing feeling of hope slammed over the phrenics forcing them back a step.

      “Ryl, what are you doing?” Vox gasped.

      “If they are drawn to the sense of a phrenic, I’ll give them a beacon they cannot resist,” Ryl vowed. His squeezed his eyes shut, forcing the feeling outward, pushing it past the limits of his vision.

      He opened his eyes again; his friends now viewing him with wonder. His body was wrapped in a dim, pale golden light. The faint glow appeared to pulse from his very core.

      “The mission still stands,” he whispered. “The tributes must be freed; The Stocks must be freed. They will come to me. Hide among the buildings along the roadside, fall on them from behind once they cross onto the bridge. Make your arrows count, Kaep.”

      The phrenic archer nodded her understanding.

      “Vox, when the riders enter the bridge, rain down fire, destroy the arch,” Ryl ordered. “Ramm, think your hammer can handle the other side?”

      “Aye, Ryl, that it can,” Ramm said with a crooked smile.

      Ryl met eyes with the phrenic surrounding him.

      “Go now,” Ryl whispered, winching in discomfort as he forced the feeling outward. “Remember, above all else, The Stocks must be freed.”

      “We’ll see you when this is through,” Kaep whispered as she stepped backward.

      With a last glance, the phrenics turned and sped from the bridge, disappearing into the village.

      Ryl was alone.

      The streets were empty; the last of the shutters on the surrounding houses slammed shut with an audible thud. He could feel the terrified eyes of the villagers peering out from where they hid.

      Their morning had started like any other, like hundreds of days before this. But today they were about to witness a battle the likes of which the kingdom had never seen. This morning, the mask, the blissful ignorance to the powers that had been relegated to myth would be removed from their eyes.

      Phrenics would again walk in the Kingdom of Damaris.

      For how long?

      That was uncertain.
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      Silence descended upon the village. The water rushing underneath the bridge quieted as the world held its breath in anticipation.

      An oppressive sensation of foreboding drew in.

      The rumbles of hooves rolled like thunder from the road to the forest. Ryl watched with his mindsight as the dark masses approached at a steady gait. Within moments the riders from the east appeared at the top of the hill bordering the woods. The seven riders sat tall atop horses nearly as black as their cloaks. The mounts stomped on the ground, snorting as their masters halted their advance. Ryl felt the unfiltered surge of raw hatred flowing from the mounted Lei Guard. Though he could see nothing of their faces under the shadow of the darkened hoods, he could feel the venom in their glare.

      The seven dismounted, stepping in front of their mounts. In one coordinated motion, they each removed the large circular shields from their backs. The uneven blood-red spikes that lined the perimeter of the shields dug into the ground as they rested them down. The Lei Guard stood motionless, an immovable wall of blackened hatred blocking any retreat through the forest. The angst and malice that poured from their bodies darkened the air around them before slowly spreading forward. It crept over the ground like the shadow from a cloud blotting out the sun as it passed overhead.

      Ryl risked a glance upward as the line held at the forest. Though the darkness spread across the land, above him, the morning sky remained an unblemished clear blue.

      He stood motionless, his body facing upriver, with the shadow from his hood covering the upper half of his face. His hands were at his sides, and his cloak had blown back over his left arm shielding it from view. Its tail billowed gently in the breeze. His body was still wrapped in a glowing yellow haze. The foreign, tingling sensation in his left arm increased in its intensity with every passing moment.

      Ryl swung his head from the Lei Guard on his left to the right. The creeping darkness he’d seen with his mindsight now materialized into the form of a second set of seven black cloaked Lei Guard approaching from the east. Each carried a similar round black spiked shield, with the disconcerting face painted on its front. A shadow followed their every step, darkening the narrow street through Serrate as they approached.

      In unison, the seven blocking the forest path hefted their shields, and began marching slowly toward the eastern edge of the bridge. Ryl felt the impact of every synchronized footstep as they made their way down the hill. Both parties marched with the same measured cadence. He felt the beat of their steps as it drummed through his body. Both groups stopped as they reached the stone edge of the bridge. The black cloud that preceded their arrival continued creeping closer though their bodies remained in place.

      Ryl was unprepared for their first assault. The wave of crushing hatred slammed into him; the unexpected intensity of the emotion nearly toppled him from his feet. The shadows that had preceded the Lei Guard surged over him, blocking out the sun, covering him in a chilling cloud. He corrected his balance within moments, closing his eyes, balling his hands into fists.

      “Two can play at this game,” he muttered to himself as he pushed back against the overpowering animosity. The anger that swelled inside of him slammed itself against the darkness, fighting their malice with his own wrath. The shadow flexed slightly before crushing back on him as his forced emotion failed.

      Ryl sank to his knees as the weight of the hatred pinned him to the bridge. His head sank down, his eyes opened, focusing on the stone at his feet. The slow, steady sound of footfalls signaled the approach of his death.

      He felt a wave of hopelessness wash over him. He desperately fought back against the nearly overpowering desire to give in. The feeling of ultimate failure crashed over him next. He choked back the tears that threatened to stream from his eyes.

      He was a failure. A child born with cursed blood now grown to a man with a hopeless future. Ryl would never achieve that which he’d set out to accomplish. The tributes would forever remain in chains.

      The Stocks would never be free.

      The effort to lift his hands was monumental. Ryl held them in front of his face—they were covered in blood. The blood was not his own, but the blood of those who’d counted on him. The tributes. His friends.

      The Vigil.

      Vox.

      Ramm.

      Kaep.

      Andr.

      Ryl slammed his eyes shut forcing the image from his mind. Every fiber in his body screamed in protest against the emotions that held him down.

      He countered the hatred with peace and forgiveness. His head lifted; his eyes raised up from the stone walkway of the bridge.

      He countered the failure with the one emotion that had kept him going through all the cycles. Through all the torture, all the heartbreak, all the struggle, all the pain, it had been a steadfast companion urging him onward.

      Hope.

      The sense of failure dissolved as hope streamed from his body in a torrent of emotion. He rose up from his knees, rolling his shoulders back as he stood.

      The glow that had surrounded him swelled outward, banishing the darkness that had covered him. His body was the tipping point; halting then turning back the shadow that had sought to smother him. The approaching warriors in black stopped, leaving a space of ten meters between him and the nearest warrior. The narrow confines of the bridge had forced their groups into two rows, four in the front, three in the back.

      From both sides the Lei Guard let out a scream foreign to the lips of man. He’d heard the sound before, a wail that was forever ingrained into his mind.

      The savage hatred.

      The shrieks of the Outland Horde.

      The monotone note of their blades screaming from their sheaths rang out, its high-pitched note slicing through their cries.

      Ryl threw his head back as he screamed back in defiance.

      “Come,” Ryl yelled into the sky.

      The sound that poured from his lips was imbued with the strength and rage of the alexen that flowed through his veins. His hands fell to his sides. The wind swirled from his right arm, spreading out around his body. Caught by the swirling winds, the mist whipped around his body with the uninhibited force of a cyclone. Within a few meters of where he stood, the air was clear and still. The fog that had blanketed the surrounding area was sucked toward the vortex spreading outward from his body in a cylinder of white.

      The Lei Guard on either side took a step forward, oblivious to the wind. Their vicious blades were eager for his blood.

      A devilish smile tugged up at Ryl’s lips as his eyes caught a glimpse of the sight in the sky above.

      The arching tail of smoke had started so high in the sky that it had gone unnoticed in the commotion. Ryl struggled as he pushed outward with the hope that held back the darkness. He needed their attention for only a few more moments.

      The ball of flame grew rapidly as it plummeted downward. His eyes followed the fireball, his mindsight followed the approach of the Lei Guard. The cries of hatred from the Lei Guard approaching from Serrate morphed into those of warning and of fear as the burning comet raced toward their comrades on the opposite side of the bridge.

      Warned by the cries of their companions, the Lei Guard between him and the forest split, some leaping forward toward Ryl, while others dove backward toward the bank. The stone bridge shook violently as the fireball detonated on impact. At the same time, Ryl spun to his left, falling to one knee, bracing himself against the force of the explosion. He turned his head, looking away from the blast, protecting his face with his arm. He focused on the woodskin, forming a crust along the entirety of his right side.

      As he spun, he sent the wind and mist that had rotated around him outward in a pointed wave that raced like a scythe parallel to the ground. The Lei Guard between him and the forest had scattered; the four closest to him dove to avoid the blast. His wind lifted their off-balance bodies like they were fallen leaves dancing on the breeze. They flailed like ragdolls as they were hurled backward, pinned between his wind and the flames, shrapnel and shockwave from the blast. Their bodies were shredded to pieces as they were incinerated by the blast.

      The heat from the explosion was intense, and Ryl felt it singe his skin. The stinging impact of shrapnel along his right side mixed with the wet slap of bloody chunks of burnt flesh. Closer to Serrate, the Lei Guard staggered as Ryl’s wind and the shockwave from the explosion combined with an unpredictable force.

      Ryl let the speed flow through his body, and the world around him slowed to a crawl. Behind him, the arch of the bridge was in ruins, a hole nearly twenty meters wide severed it from the pillar where he stood. A large chunk of rock, beam and mortar fell carelessly toward the churning rapids of the river. On the bank, two of the remaining Lei Guard from that seven were staggering to their feet. One spewed a gout of blackened blood from its mouth, the other stumbled drunkenly. The third remained motionless, a large wedge of pointed rock protruding from its chest.

      Ryl’s ears resounded with a single, high pitched note that thundered through his head. The note became a harmony as the whistle of arrows sang overhead. Ryl knew the song well. Kaep’s arrows tore through the hobbled Lei Guard, dropping them where they stumbled.

      The Lei Guard closer to the village wailed with fury as their companions were cut down before them. The shock from the blast and the wind from Ryl's hand left them unbalanced, but still on their feet.

      A volley of arrows streamed from the buildings lining the edge of the village. Kaep's bow sung its rapid song, while Ryl noted the sluggish shapes of the Vigil emerge from their hiding among the buildings along the river's edge as they fired on the staggered Lei Guard.

      The three in the rear of their formation, closest to the city, took the brunt of the assault. Kaep felled two, while the third, wounded by a bolt to the leg blocked the rest with ease.

      The door to the inn that sat on the corner of the main road burst open. The thick frame of Ramm sprinted forward—his speed shocked Ryl as he raced toward the bridge, his warhammer raised for a strike. Kaep tossed her bow, rushing forward in support as she pulled out her short, curved blades.

      From the roof of the Inn, Vox sent another small fireball into the remaining Lei Guard. He staggered backward, collapsing to a knee, dropping out of sight after the effort. The wounded Lei Guard facing the village dodged the flaming projectile with ease. Its clouded trail blocked his vision momentarily as it passed. Ramm exploded through the smoke; the warhammer struck down on the black cloaked guard with the force of an avalanche.

      The Lei Guard raised his heavy shield at the last instant, taking the full force of the blow. The ring of metal on metal was deafening. The shield split in half; the momentum tossing the Lei Guard into the back of his companion. Ramm's warhammer followed with a focused strike on the bridge itself. The massive phrenic grunted as he swung the devastating weapon—its impact shook the ailing structure opening a hole between the staggered guard and him.

      Though Vox's fireball had missed its initial target, it slammed into the back of the Lei Guard furthest to Ryl's left. The projectile detonated, tearing a hole in the guard's back, showering bone and blood over the bridge. Reeling helplessly and roaring with agony, his body pitched over the low railing, plummeting into the water below.

      From the village, Nielix, Soldi and Dav sprinted toward the bridge, swords in hand. Their exertion was apparent though they moved as if they were running against a current of water.

      Ryl rushed forward, wrenching the Leaves from their holsters, charging at the Lei Guard closest to the right side of the failing bridge. The nearest guard was still slightly off balance, trying to regain his footing after his companion had struck him from behind. The two still stood back to back.

      The Leaves flared into life, their green blades burning with an eager fire. A wicked sword blade slashed at Ryl's head. What would have been a blur to the human eye was too slow to cause him harm. He ducked it without a second thought, sliding to his knees under the trailing edge of the spiked shield. The blood red spikes narrowly missed impaling him as they slammed to the ground.

      The true target of Ryl's assault never saw him coming. The roar of anger that screamed forth from the wounded Lei Guard as it prepared to launch its strike at Ramm was cut blissfully short. Ryl's green blades neatly severed his head from his shoulders. A fountain of blackened blood poured from its neck as the lifeless body pitched forward, slamming into the crumbling bridge.

      The walkway shuddered from the impact. Stones gave way, pulling the corpses down with it. A gap opened, swallowing the span of bridge toward the village. Kaep grabbed Ramm's cloak dragging him back as the stones plummeted away where his feet had been planted but a moment earlier.

      Ryl and three Lei Guard now stood alone atop the crumbling remains of the center of the bridge. To either side, gaps of nearly fifteen meters separated them from the remaining pillars nearer to the banks of the shore. The street was now filling with the villagers, wide eyed at the spectacle they were witnessing as the battle waged on.

      The three remaining Lei Guard charged as one, intent on forcing Ryl into the churning river. He sidestepped the assault, reached the top of the stone railing and launched himself over the Lei Guard; their slow-moving blades extended upward to strike, missing him by a matter of inches.

      He struck the ground in a controlled roll that brought him back onto his feet; his body in a crouch, ready to spring. Ryl rocked back on his heels, his body twisting, leaning backward as a sword slashed at his throat. He felt the gust of wind from its passing brush against his neck. Without pause, he brought both Leaves up, his arms crossed in front of him to meet the shield that barreled toward his face.

      Ryl slashed outward with both arms. The burning green blades sliced through the metal of the shield, splitting it neatly in two. The Lei Guard howled, a bloodcurdling unnatural scream, as the blade tore through his left hand. It backed away shaking the pieces of shield from its arm, blood flowing freely from the ruin of its hand as the others joined the fray.

      Ryl found himself pinned between the two remaining Lei Guard; his agility put to the test as he dodged, parried and countered. The Leaves sparked gouts of green flame as they made contact with the wicked blades of his attackers. The heat from the flames distorted the air around them.

      Clutching the wreckage of its hand to its chest, the third Lei Guard clumsily joined its companions. The sinking feeling of hopelessness threatened to ruin Ryl as he ducked under a vicious strike while blocking another with his right hand. His attackers backed off momentarily, slowly circling their prey like a pack of hungry wolves waiting for the kill.

      The battle to this point had been intense. Ryl's focus had been on the nearly continuous onslaught that poured at him from all sides. With a chance to catch his breath, he took a moment to assess the abnormal feeling that had been growing in his left arm. The tingling sensation had increased steadily.

      The circle of enemies rotated slowly around him; the injured guard was now at his front, the others just inside the outer reaches of his peripheral vision. Without warning, the injured Lei Guard lunged forward, its sword racing toward Ryl’s chest, intent on running him through. The guard to his right stepped forward beginning his slash high, while to his left, the black cloaked guard swung his sword low at Ryl’s legs. He was penned in—the simultaneous attacks came from all sides at once. He heard Kaep scream, her pained cry cutting through the air. The phrenics were helpless to intervene, relegated to watching his demise. He focused the woodskin over his body.

      Ryl had not yet consigned his body to its doom. The alexen surged through his veins with a fury the likes of which he’d never felt. The tingling in his left arm became a throbbing, burning sensation that grew stronger with every beat of his heart.

      Andr’s words flashed through his head.

      The one constant in every fight is its unpredictability. Be the unexpected. Sometimes the more rash, the more foolhardy the plan, the greater the chance of survival.

      Ryl roared as he leapt into the piercing attack. He concentrated on hardening the woodskin on his left hand and torso as he let the Leaves slip from his fingers. He twisted his body to the side. The razor edge of the sword tore across the skin of his stomach as his hand wrapped around the blade. Squeezing down on the weapon, the blade bit into his flesh as he wrenched his left arm backward, pulling the Lei Guard toward him as he spun. His right hand hammered into the back of the guard as he passed. At the same time, he released a torrent of wind that flowed outward in a focused beam into the back of the Lei Guard. The blast propelled the guard away from him, its wicked sword point now aimed toward the guard that had swung for his neck.

      Ryl watched as the blade punched through the other guard’s chest. He’d switched places with the black cloaked warrior so rapidly that the others had failed to react in time. One sword severed the unfortunate guard’s head, the other bit deep into his torso. Blood rained down from the decapitated Lei Guard as it wobbled lifelessly on its feet. The second dropped his shield, clutching frantically with both hands at the blade that had penetrated its chest to its hilt.

      The move had left Ryl off-balance and woefully unprepared. The flat wicked face of the remaining Lei Guard’s shield hammered into his side; his head rebounded off the solid metal rim between the spikes. His vision spun as he toppled from his feet. He frantically focused the woodskin on the entirety of his body, preparing for the inevitable following strike.

      The heavy black boot of the guard caught him in the chest, robbing his breath, flipping him over. He gasped for air as he slammed down onto his back. Out of desperation, he waved his right arm, thrusting an unfocused wave of wind at the approaching Lei Guard. Ryl’s uncoordinated attack parted as it washed over the shield. The hood of his black cloaked attacker shifted backward, revealing the black stained lines running up his neck, branching out across his chin and mouth. The crooked grin was painfully familiar.

      The blood red points that lined the edge of the circular shield bit into the stone of the bridge on either side of Ryl’s right hand. His arm was pinned down, trapped between the weight of the shield and the stone walkway of the bridge. The Lei Guard drove the tip of its sword into the stone at Ryl’s side leaving the blade wobbling unattended as it dropped its knee into Ryl’s chest. The pressure sent a wave of pain tearing through his body. A wave of hatred and malice crashed over him with renewed fury. The darkness surrounding them blotted out the sky, swallowing them whole. Outside, only dim shadows of his companions remained visible. The Lei Guard leaned in close.

      “Tell me, tribute, how is it your tainted blood has not been harvested yet?” it voiced hissed with an airy, animal like growl. The hint of humanity beneath it toyed with Ryl’s mind.

      The gloved hand closed high on Ryl’s neck, forcing his chin up. It twisted his head to the left revealing his brand.

      “Ah, this is interesting,” it spat. The hatred swelled further, and his body felt as if it was being crushed beneath the added weight of the emotion. “A wayward herd.”

      The hand spun Ryl’s head forward, as its face lingered close. The shadow of the hood was still too dark for Ryl to make out its eyes, although he could feel them boring into him, twisting like daggers.

      “A pity, there was still time for you,” it growled softly. “It will be a waste, but the blood of your friends will suffice.”

      Ryl felt the impact against the shield reverberate through his right arm. There was a loud crash and a breaking of stone as the projectile launched from the hands of his companions shattered against the barrier. Small chunks of stone rained down on his face. The Lei Guard twisted his head momentarily, looking back at the futile attack from the shore, his body still protected by the bulk of the shield. A stone careened off the top of the metal rim striking a glancing blow across the guard’s face as he twisted his head away from Ryl.

      The force of the impact and motion of his head ripped the hood back from its face. The tattoo on its neck sent a shiver down Ryl’s spine.

      H1349.

      The head was entirely hairless; the black stains leached their way up to the top of its skull, branching outward from the spine. Ducking slightly, its head whipped back toward Ryl.

      His heart skipped a beat as he saw the face.

      The last time he’d seen it, the crooked smile and wink were forever burned into his mind.

      The face was nearly unrecognizable now, though Ryl knew it instantly. The usual carefree expression he recalled was gone. The face that glared at him now was contorted with unbridled anger, his mouth snarling like a wild animal.

      “Elias,” Ryl choked as the gauntlet tightened around his neck.
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      An instant of recognition flashed across the face of the Lei Guard, yet it disappeared as quickly as it came. The look was replaced by a triumphant, maniacal expression of glee as he choked the life out of his prey.

      Ryl was helpless to defend himself. His legs convulsed uncontrollably and his vision blurred as the life faded from his body. Time flashed back to normal as he lost control of his skills. His saddened eyes pleaded with those of his friend, staring into their icy black depths.

      Ryl opened his mouth to beg for his life, yet no sound save a quiet gurgle exited his lips. He felt his senses failing; his legs went still, his eyes struggled to remain open. The pain from the gash in his side and in his hand faded away into nothing.

      Yet even as the rest of his body shut down, even as his senses failed him, the throbbing in his left arm reached a fevered pitch. His arm stretched forward on its own volition, the sun centered on his elbow pulsing with a golden light as it condensed, sliding down his forearm. The black tattoo filled in where the sun passed. The glow continued to intensify as it reached his hand.

      Elias, or what remained of his friend, growled as he squeezed tighter around Ryl’s neck, intent on finishing the task. The light shifted as it left his arm, growing into a small, brilliant white ball that seethed in the palm of his hand. The throbbing sensation in his arm began to fade as the last threads of life began to fray.

      The orb of light was blinding. Ryl could see only blurred silhouettes of washed out shapes as his eyes began to close for the last time. A final impulse surged through his veins. A veiled understanding that had remained hidden blossomed in his mind.

      The answer was startlingly simple.

      It was in the palm of his hand.

      Peace had conquered the hatred that seeped from the Lei Guard.

      Hope had vanquished the decisive feeling of failure they fought to instill.

      Light would banish the darkness.

      With every ounce of his remaining strength, he swung his left arm, leading with his open palm toward the chest of the Lei Guard. The motion of his hand was aided by the rushing of power through his veins and an unexpected magnetism that his oxygen starved mind failed to comprehend.

      Ryl’s palm, fingers splayed outward, hurtled toward the heart of the Lei Guard. As it neared, the ball of burning white light focused, the sphere narrowing into a spike that extended outward from his hand. His palm slammed into the chest of his friend with a flash of light. His black cloaked body went rigid as the spike of pure energy and light burst through his back.

      The hand around Ryl’s neck went limp. His frenzied gasp for air was excruciating as the blood and oxygen rushed back through his body. His lungs burned. The slashes on his side and hand screamed in agony. He felt the warm blood oozing from both, pooling on the ground around him. His left hand was still on the breast of the Lei Guard; he felt the energy pumping outward through his palm.

      The connection was electric. Ryl felt as if his hand was stuck against his friend’s chest. The feeling flashed back to the unforgettable memory of the solitary occasion that his hand had contacted Kaep’s bare skin. The magnetism was similar, yet shockingly different at the same time. His connection with Kaep had been energizing, enlightening and exciting. The hand on his friend’s chest communicated unimaginable pain, suffering and ultimate cold.

      The spike of light blossomed at its point, spreading outward like flares of light from the core of a star. The beams curled inward, wrapping around the body of his friend as it fell backward onto its knees. Elias' arms went limp, falling to his sides. The Lei Guard’s head rolled back staring up into the darkened sky above.

      Still struggling to suck in every drop of precious air, Ryl squeezed his eyes shut, turning his head to the side as the cocoon of light surrounding his friend imploded on itself. The wave of light exploded outward, drowning the area for a moment in a brilliant, blinding white.

      Ryl was still panting rapid shallow breaths, savoring every morsel of oxygen he could draw into his lungs. The air around him smelled a noxious mix of blood, smoke and the unforgettable odor of burnt flesh. He blinked his eyes open. The sky above was blue and clear. The mists of the morning still clung in places to the forest and river below.

      He remained still for a moment as his senses regained control of themselves. He flopped his head to the side, wincing as the pain raced through his body. He lifted his left arm in front of his face. The tattooed surface had returned to its previous state, though the large sun that was centered on his elbow appeared to have dimmed a shade. A small smudge of a black dot had appeared in the crook of his elbow.

      The monotone pitch of the ringing in his ears returned, slowly at first before ratcheting into a thundering force. Over the doldrum, he could hear the frantic calls of his friends from the shore. With pain and effort, he wiggled his body to a seated position, offering a feeble wave to his companions. He saw Nielix rushing toward the docks, barking commands at the stunned fishermen who stood frozen on the piers.

      Hardening the woodskin on his right leg, he hammered upward on the side of one of the red spikes of the circular shield. Without the body weight of the Lei Guard pressing it down, his effort was rewarded as the shield shifted in the ground enough for his hand to slide out from underneath.

      Ryl sat, rubbing his right wrist with his left hand, flexing his fist over and over. The scene around him defied explanation. The battle had lasted only a matter of moments, yet the devastation they had wrought was intense. Once spanning over fifty meters across the river below, the bridge had been reduced to a section of roughly ten meters that balanced precariously atop the center pillar. Close to either bank, the crumbling stone jutted out only a few meters past the sheer drop off of the land.

      The final tendrils of smoke from the fireballs slithered away in the clean, morning air. Gone was the oppressive blackness that had once cast its hateful shadow over the area. At his feet, the body of his friend lay still on his back. Ryl raced to Elias’ side, leaning his head close to his face. His heart soared as he felt the soft passing of air against his cheek. The breath was alarmingly cold.

      Ryl looked down at his friend. The Elias he remembered was still hidden behind a shadow of what he once was. His clenched eyes were sunken; his skin wrapped tightly around the sharp features of his face. The black stains that had spread up his neck, stretching out across his face had lightened—their jagged, hungry tendrils now flayed as they retreated downward. Ryl experienced a momentary pinching sensation akin to the poke of a needle on his left arm as he watched the black line fade and recede.

      The realization of what he’d done was astounding though there was so much he was yet to understand. Had the light completely banished the darkness that corrupted his friend? Would the hatred and the malice remain? Would his friend ever wake?

      If he did, what version of him would it be?

      Ryl was snapped from his thoughts as the horror of the present situation set in. It was a miracle that he and his companions had survived. The overwhelming force of Lei Guard could have easily ended their pursuit to free The Stocks. Could have, and nearly did, end their lives.

      The entirety of their party was yet to be pulled from the fire.

      Andr and Aldren were still in harm's way.

      Ignoring the pain, Ryl surged to his feet. His balance corrected as he wobbled unsteadily. Without delay, he collected The Leaves that lay dormant on the remains of the bridge. It was with a feeling of profound satisfaction that he returned the weapons to their holsters. As he did, he viewed the gap separating himself from the shore with appraising eyes.

      Nearly fifteen meters separated himself from the shore.

      Ryl closed his eyes, inhaling a deep breath, holding the air in before letting it pass through his lips. The calm that filled his body with its passing was exhilarating. Without another thought, he bent down at the knees, hoisting the withered frame of Elias onto his left shoulder. He was shocked at how light his friend was. To an extent, all tributes were emaciated; an expected result of the paltry rations they were forced to survive on. The haggard shell of his friend was far skinnier than any he’d seen in The Stocks. His weight felt negligible draped over his shoulders. Ryl backed cautiously to the edge of the crumbling stone walkway on the forest side of the remnant of the bridge.

      He closed his eyes one last time, envisioning the events to come. Time slowed again as he lunged forward. He could see the wide-eyed expressions turn to shock and horror as the realization of his actions dawned on his companions.

      Ryl crossed the remains of the bridge in an instant, the wind swelling with the speed of a tempest around his right arm. His left leg coiled like a spring as he planted his last step along the crumbling edge of the walkway. The stones and debris rained down from the underside of the bridge as he exploded upward. His right arm thrust violently toward the ground, expelling the gout of wind that had collected. The force of the blast combined with the speed and strength of his approach propelled him out over the water.

      For a moment, he was weightless as he floated in the air, his grey phrenic cloak billowing out behind him. As gravity regained its hold, the water and the earth below rushed toward him. His legs churned in the air subconsciously as if the act would propel his body further. It wasn’t until the last moment that he was convinced his attempt would succeed.

      As the fractured stones that remained a broken marker of the last few meters of the bridge rushed forward, he tossed the still body of Elias to the ground. He hoped the impact wouldn’t further damage the uncertain condition of his friend. Ryl hit the ground on his feet, immediately pitching forward into a roll. His normally controlled tumble fell apart as his body spilled over for a second time. His wounds tore as his body slammed into the ground, coming to a final stop face down on the hard road. Ryl sighed a breath of relief, kicking up a small cloud of dust and dirt into his face.

      Ramm and Kaep were at his side in an instant. Dav, Nielix and Soldi were only a few steps behind. The strength of the large phrenic effortlessly scooped him to his feet.

      “What were you thinking?” Kaep scolded as she slapped him on the chest. Her momentary anger reverted to relief as she embraced him, squeezing hard enough to elicit a wince of pain. The feeling, however, was electric. The overpowering sensation of their contact momentarily overwhelmed any discomfort in his body.

      “Now’s not the time for explanations. We need to make haste,” Ryl responded as he regretfully broke off the magnetic embrace. “Andr needs us. Kaep, can you help Vox?”

      She backed away, and a puzzling expression crossed her face before she nodded, hastening off to collect the elementalist.

      “You’re hurt, Ryl,” Ramm noted.

      “Aye,” Ryl admitted. “We can dress it on the way.”

      The tone of his voice came out harsher than he’d intended. He was sorry for having admonished his friend.

      “I’m sorry, Ramm,” Ryl said. “I fear for their safety. We know not what awaits them behind those gates. Can you carry the Lei Guard? I need him close by.”

      “Who is he?” Ramm asked as he nodded his head.

      “He was my friend,” Ryl whispered. “Though I don't know who or what remains.”

      His voice trailed off as he finished his statement.

      Ramm patted him on the shoulder gently as he hastened to collect the body now lying motionless in the road.

      The village had come to life as the battle ended, the citizens now lined the sides of the buildings, choking the street to the west. The majority stood speechless, eyes wide, eagerly clearing a path as the party moved onward toward the facility. Kaep whispered her thanks as a man with a bow slung over his shoulder tossed her a quiver bristling with arrows. A gathering of brave souls, armed with bows and crude swords followed hesitantly, several steps in their wake.

      Their pace was rapid. Dav did his best to wrap the wounds on Ryl’s hand and side as they moved along the pathway toward the facility. The weeping cuts stung viciously as the Vigil tightened the bandages around his hand and torso. He’d lost a fair amount of blood, yet his determination to see his friends safe overpowered any discomfort he felt.

      Ryl continuously scanned the surrounding areas with his mindsight. For a while there was nothing of note; no movement or sign of the black shapes came from any direction. He gasped in surprise when the first of the faint signs sprung to life in his vision. He stopped in his tracks, concentrating to confirm that what he’d seen wasn’t a figment of his imagination.

      Not far in the distance he could see a gathering of objects, and though faint, each glowed with a dull golden-yellow light. Close to his side, the body of Elias neither glowed nor displayed as a smudge of black on his vision. In his place, only a disconcerting void remained.

      “There are tributes in there,” Ryl gasped. “Not far now.”

      The road ahead curved slightly to the south. Before them, the crumbling spires of the once prominent house stretched into the sky. The mighty castle, the proud seat of House Martrion now looked as if a strong wind would topple it from its peak. Green vines snaked up its exterior as the overgrown grounds surrounding the remains of its magnificent structure had been reclaimed by nature over the cycles.

      The distinct ring of steel on steel and the muted shouts of men floated to his ears in the distance.

      The others heard the din of battle as he did. Together, they surged forward into a sprint, the phrenics easily outpacing the Vigil and the townsmen behind them.

      As they rounded the lazy corner through the trees, the sprawling complex came into view. The peak of a long building stretched into the sky, though the remainder of its body was blocked from view by a wall stretching nearly ten paces in the air.  The warehouse complex stood against the backdrop of the hill where the crumbling remains of the seat of House Martrion rested.

      A battle was in full swing along the top of the wall. A body lay crumpled in a heap on the ground, and another lay draped over the edge of the wall, a red stain spreading downward underneath its limp form.

      Andr had made his presence felt among the guard of the facility, yet he was besieged on two sides. He parried and attacked, dodged and defended as the guard sought to strike him down before he reached what Aldren had described as the gate house. The merchant was nowhere in sight.

      They were still nearly thirty meters from the wall. Ryl watched in horror as a glancing blow struck the mercenary’s leg. He immediately fell to a knee as the attackers swarmed over him. He was pummeled with fists and boots while he was violently disarmed and hauled to his feet. The guard behind him held his blade close across his neck.

      “Stop there,” the guard bellowed from above.

      Arrows sprouted from several guards along the top of the walled enclosure. Ryl scanned the area; there was no sign of any Lei Guard present.

      “Take another step and your friend’s head will be all that leaves this wall,” the guard hissed. “The Lei Guard will return soon, and there’ll be reckoning, mark my words.”

      Ryl turned his head, nodding to Ramm. The phrenic gently lay the still figure of Elias on the ground at his feet. The gasp from the guards on the wall was audible.

      Ryl took a step forward. The familiar heat surged through his veins as the anger in his body swelled.

      “The Lei Guard is dead,” Ryl’s voice boomed over the gate. “We have no desire for your lives, but rest assured, if he is harmed further, not one of you will survive this day.”

      He reached his left hand behind his back, whipping a single weapon from its holster. The brilliant green blade burst into flame emphasizing his point. The guards on the wall flinched. Their uncertain eyes darted between their peers.

      “Kaep,” Ryl asked quietly without removing his eyes from the wall. “Think you can make the shot?”

      He heard the creak of her bow as she drew it back to its peak.

      “Aye, Ryl. I won’t miss,” was all she whispered as the arrow screamed through the air.

      The guard holding Andr hadn’t moved a muscle before the arrow buried itself into his skull. He toppled backward, his blade falling from his hand, as he pulled Andr down with him.

      The archers along the wall released their arrows in response, the projectiles trained upon the waiting phrenics. The anger boiled over in Ryl’s veins. The time for his compassion had expired; there would need to be another example made. Time froze bringing a virtual halt to the arrows approach as he darted forward. With a single broad sweep of his right arm, he launched an arc of wind into the incoming bolts. Several snapped in half as the blade of wind sheared through them, fracturing them into pieces. The others were thrown wildly off course, well away from their intended targets.

      “Ramm,” Ryl shouted. “The gate.”

      The massive phrenic charged forward with a speed that defied normal movement. Ryl loped a step behind as Ramm’s hulking frame approached the reinforced wooden gate, his mighty warhammer swinging backward in his grasp.

      With a roar of fury, the phrenic leaped into the air, bringing the fury of his massive hammer down onto the helpless gate. The metal head of the weapon connected with the wood in the middle of its height, close to the edge where it was suspended from its metal hinges.

      The impact was deafening. A single panel of the gate buckled inward at the middle, severing the thick support beam behind it. The large wooden door split from its hinges, bending the heavy metal in the process. Free from the wall, the large wooden panel launched into the interior of the complex. Ryl heard the screams as the guards on the other side were tossed helplessly by the slab and splinters of wood.

      Ryl was through the gate before the last piece of wood had struck the ground. The bodies of half a dozen guards tumbled painfully among the shrapnel strewn across the small courtyard. The area behind the wreckage of the gate was narrow, stretching the entire length of the complex.

      There were three buildings inside the gate. A stable sat along the left wall, while the entrance to the main facility was straight ahead. A modest building along the right wall served as the barracks for the guard currently serving the facility. Aldren’s wagon remained motionless in the center of the courtyard, though the merchant was absent.

      Parked along the side of the stable was a black carriage that sent a shiver down his spine. He recalled every moment of his trip inside a similar, sweltering, putrid-smelling cell. The anger swelled in him at the sight.

      To his left, a staircase ran up the exterior of the outer wall. The archers had turned as fast as they could, desperately striving to train their arrows on him. His movements were a blur to their wide eyes. Their attempts, though valiant, were futile.

      Ryl wanted no more bloodshed. This wouldn’t be a fight; this would be a massacre. The thought sickened him.

      He counted fifteen soldiers standing at arms along the wall, seven with bows. All of the archers and all but one of the soldiers stood between him and his friend. Andr struggled to rise. He'd reclaimed his sword, admirably fending off an attack from the single, determined guard that remained between him and the gatehouse.

      Ryl took the steps in two bounds; he ducked and weaved through the line of guards with little regard for their heartfelt attempt to prevent his approach. As he passed, the shimmering green blade of his weapon passed through the taut arms of the bows, scorching the wood as it severed it in half. The now useless pieces of the weapons snapped back. The archer’s arrows careened off at drastic angles, destined to fall harmlessly to the ground.

      He reached his friend’s side as the guard readied for another vicious strike. Andr, still pinned under the limp body of the dead guard was in a hopeless position. One last burst of speed pushed Ryl past the solitary guard to the wall of the gatehouse. Without slowing, he planted both his feet on the stone of the wall, pushing back in the direction he’d come. His body went airborne as he extended his legs toward the back of the unprepared guard.

      As his feet caught the guard in the center of his back, Ryl kicked out with all his might. The unprepared guard careened over Andr, tumbling once before crashing into his companions, who were still bunched along the narrow walkway of the wall. The guard’s sword clanged harmlessly to the ground, sparking as it skipped along the rock.

      Ryl landed on his feet, facing the guards with a menacing look. He let go his hold of the speed. His cloak snapped out before him as the world resumed its normal pace. Outside the wall, Kaep stood like a statue, the Vigil at her side, their bows trained on the wall. Inside, Ramm stood at the base of the stairs, tapping the shaft of his warhammer on his hand. Ryl slowly, purposefully reached his right hand behind his back withdrawing the second half of the Leaves. His lips curled into a wicked snarl that was disturbingly visible from under the shadow of his hood.

      The clang of their swords hitting the stone resounded through the courtyard as the guards wisely abandoned their weapons.
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      After relinquishing their weapons, the guards were rounded up with ease. The Vigil and the villagers who’d accompanied them stood guard while they hastily tended to their wounded comrades. A brief interrogation of the ranking officer assured them that all guards were accounted for. The facility maintained a single team of seven Lei Guard on permanent reserve and those had left with haste as the phrenics had appeared within the village. Ryl confirmed this with a scan of the area. The guards swore that they would find no resistance within the facility as none other than a team of three menders resided inside.

      Andr winced in pain, limping along at Ryl’s side as they walked with the phrenics toward the entrance to the main facility. Dav had quickly dressed the slash on his leg, and the mercenary expectedly ignored the suggestion to rest. Aldren was still nowhere to be seen, though the guards had reported last seeing the merchant entering the main building.

      Wary of a surprise attack, Ryl cautiously tried the handle of the door, unsurprised to find it locked. He knocked quietly. Only silence returned his call. The exterior of the wide building was constructed entirely of stone, save for the wooden door. No windows broke the monotony of the drab exterior.

      “Ramm,” Ryl said. “The door again, if you please.”

      The phrenic nodded as he stepped forward. His swing was delicate compared to the one that had brought down the previous gate. The pointed hook of the reverse side of the hammer punched through the wooden door. With one fluid motion, he tore the door outward, shaking the wooden slab from his hammer as if it weighed nothing.

      Inside, a long, yet shallow room stretched out to either side. A pair of long tables dominated the space, and an alley between them led to another closed door. The plates on the table still contained scraps of uneaten food, as if a meal had been abruptly disturbed. The smell of food made his mouth water, yet underneath it all, the hint of another potent, disturbing smell tugged at his senses. A quick scan of the area showed the glowing traces of the tributes ahead through the door.

      Their signatures were faint, yet they were close.

      A muted thump from the left drew their attention to the only other door to the room. The group quietly padded toward the closed door, fanning out in preparation for whatever remained inside. Ryl drew one of his blades, nodding to Ramm who stood to the side of the door. A single jerk from the phrenic removed the door from its hinges with a snapping of wood. Ramm discarded the door behind him, toppling a pair of chairs at the table. A muffled gasp came from within.

      “Come out. Now,” Ryl demanded.

      There was a rapid shuffling noise from within. Ryl flinched as a body barreled out from the room’s interior. Aldren’s face showed an expression of relief as he recognized Ryl and the phrenics standing outside.

      “There are three menders in there,” he blurted out. “None are armed with more than kitchen knives.”

      “Come out, now,” Ryl repeated his previous command lacing his word with a feeling of trust. “None will be harmed. There are injuries; your skills are needed outside.”

      After a moment's pause, the first of the menders poked his head around the corner. After a rapid visual inspection, the wiry old man ducked back into the small kitchen. There were brief whispers from within, then silence.

      The solid thump echoed from inside the room. The sharp slap sounded like skin slamming unhindered onto the wooden floor. Ryl rushed through the open door.

      The galley kitchen was short and narrow. Straight through the door a large oven and prep area rested against the wall. To the right the cabinet held the dishes. Racks of dried food and supplies lined the shelves along the back wall. The mender who'd poked his head through the door wobbled erratically on his feet, toppling to the ground as Ryl approached. His hands made no attempt to slow his fall, his face smashing into the ground with a sickening crunch.

      The third, who looked to be the eldest of the bunch rushed to swallow a small vial of clear liquid. He grinned as he downed the tincture.

      “The secrets die with us,” he choked. “You'll never get in. Only the Lei Guard have the key.”

      The mender’s eyes rolled into the back of his head, before blood drenched his face as it seeped from his tear ducts. He collapsed backwards into the shelf, before crashing to the ground in an avalanche of food and supplies.

      A yellow vapor began to rise from their bodies, like steam off boiling water. It was as if the menders were melting from within. Ryl backed away quickly, ushering the rest of his party out before closing the door tightly behind him.

      “We need to seal off this door,” Ryl muttered. “Who knows what manner of devious poison they've ingested. I'd rather not find out.”

      Andr limped back to the table; two uniform coats were draped casually over the backs of their chairs in front of their previous occupant’s half eaten meals. He balled them up, tossing them back to Ryl. The young phrenic grabbed the pitcher of water from the small table alongside the door to the kitchen, dousing the uniforms before wedging them into the crack under the door.

      With the door sealed as best they could, the group turned their attention to the interior door.

      “Don't suppose that body you're dragging around has the keys on him?” Andr asked

      “I'll check,” Kaep offered, running from the room before he could reply.

      Ramm strode confidently to the door tapping it probingly with the butt of his warhammer. The thump was heavy, not the hollow knock you'd expect to hear from a door.

      Kaep rushed back into the room a moment later, shaking her head.

      “We’re not that lucky,” she said.

      In response, Ramm reared back, swinging his hammer, striking the door just below the lock. Again and again he hammered into the side of the door. Chips of stone fell from the walls, and the boards cracked, spreading bit by bit. Perhaps a dozen strikes in, the phrenic roared out of frustration, swinging the hammer one last time.

      There was a colossal snap as the thick iron pin locking the door sheared off in its catch. The panel shot inward, grinding an arc across the floor as its top hinge broke free. Now supported by a single hinge, one final kick tore the door completely from the wall. The panel crashed to the ground with a thunderous sound. Its cross section revealed a plate of metal sandwiched between two thick planks of wood. The thump of its impact with the floor echoed through the open chamber beyond.

      The scene inside the chamber was something out of a nightmare. There was a stench of stale blood and excrement mixed with a hint of the pungent aroma of death and decay. Ryl covered his nose as he entered. One by one, the others filed in behind him.

      The room stretched back thirty meters or so and was nearly half that distance wide. Lanterns at even intervals burned on the walls, illuminating the horrors inside. Leaning along the left-hand wall were angled slabs of wood, with a thick leather harness inset nearly three quarters of the way up each one. The first two were empty. The next twelve contained the naked, shriveled bodies of men and women. Along the wall behind the constraints a trough filled with untold filth was cut into the floor.

      The red brands on the right side of their necks stood out against their pale skin.

      Tributes.

      There were three long tables in the center of the room, and each contained a meticulously arranged series of glasses, vials and implements, the purpose of which Ryl shuddered to think of. Some of the vials were filled with a thick, dark red mixture of what he assumed to be blood.

      Three closed doors stood evenly space along the right wall that warranted further examination. At the moment, Ryl’s attention was solely fixed upon the tributes suspended from the wooden slabs.

      Behind him he heard Aldren gag as he entered the room. The merchant retched, the splatter of vomit on the floor audible to all.

      Ryl hesitantly approached the first of the tributes, noting the brand on his neck.

      H1346.

      He leaned in close, examining the face. The shell of a man looked familiar, though Ryl couldn't recall his name.

      The man's body was shriveled from obvious lack of nutrition. Ryl had no idea to what lengths they had taken, what they'd forced upon the poor man over the cycles to keep his body alive. He noted a small incision in his left arm, just above the wrist. A thin tube of glass tapering to a fine point extended out of his arm. Crimson blood dripped slowly out of the tube into a thin glass vial carefully situated in a small notch in the center of the low table below his arm.

      With pain in his eyes, he looked down the row of tributes. Each appeared to be arranged in a similar fashion. Each unwillingly gave up his or her lifeblood, drop after precious drop.

      Ryl closed his eyes, settling the nausea that rolled through his stomach. The mindsight scanned the area without warning. Ryl counted the dim glow of the phrenics while he resisted the urge to vomit.

      Ten.

      The revulsion hit him as he realized the disparity. Two of the bodies suspended on the boards were already deceased. The surge of emotions that tore through his veins threatened to tear him apart. His anger was nearly uncontrollable, the nausea was unbearable. He opened his eyes, turning back toward his companions. They burned with an irrepressible fire.

      “Gather the Vigil and the villagers that accompanied us,” his voice was but a whisper, yet it carried a force that shook the room. “Round up the guards, bring them here. I want all to witness what has happened, what they've allowed to befall.”
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      Without hesitation the guards were brought to their feet and ushered to the entrance to the warehouse. Ryl met them at the outer door. Though his face was shrouded in the black shadow of his cloak, hints of the fire that burned in his eyes were clearly visible through the darkness.

      In a low growl, no more than the whisper, he spoke to the assembled guards. The sound of his voice, while hushed, struck with the force of a tempest.

      “Witness the horrors you’ve allowed to proceed unchecked for cycles,” he hissed. “Guilt falls on your shoulders as with the menders who lie rotting in the other room.”

      Without another word, they paraded the captive guards through the torture chamber they formerly protected. All had been blissfully ignorant to the horrors happening merely steps away. This was only a stopping point in their tour of duty. A tediously quiet station where they were allowed to grow soft through laziness and boredom.

      The capacity to question had slowly been broken generation by generation. The populace had suffered an existence of uninformed apathy. They had unknowingly turned a blind eye to horrors occurring at their doorsteps.

      The silence of their revulsion was broken by the voice of a single guard.

      “The pitiful herds deserved it, got what they were born for,” his solitary curse was cut blissfully short. A pained groan was followed by the thump of a body hitting the ground as Andr hammered the pommel of his sword into the guard’s head. His unconscious body struck the ground face first unimpeded. A small pool of blood spread from around his nose, while he twitched involuntarily. With side-eyed glances at their downed companion, the rest of the guards willfully removed their uniforms, throwing them in a pile on the stones of the courtyard before being bound by the Vigil and the contingent of villagers.

      Ryl sent one of the villagers back with horses from the stable to fetch the village mender. A pair was dispatched on foot with the venomous guard, his unconscious body dragged between the two of them. Serrate’s Mender Caravais was an elderly man; his white garment had been discolored to a pale yellow over cycles of use. His disgust mirrored that of the phrenics as his shocked eyes absorbed the horrors before him.

      Under his careful direction, the tributes still clinging to life were carefully removed from their slabs, and the vile needles that leached away their lifeblood removed. Their wounds were hastily cleaned and wrapped. A group of the imprisoned guards were made to dig two graves for the tributes whose lives had expired.

      Safely removing the tributes from the chamber was an agonizingly slow process, one which took well into the afternoon. The decision had been made to move the tributes with the assistance of Aldren's wagon and the black carriage of the Lei Guard to the village where the mender could provide them more immediate care.

      Their bodies would be bathed and clothed while a means of supporting their nutritional needs was addressed. It was decided that large pots of broth would suffice. The thin nutrient-rich liquid would need to be carefully spoon fed to the recovering tributes until the time arrived that they could do it themselves.

      If that time arrived.

      The mender was of the impression that their bodies had been drugged consistently over the duration of the cycles they remained hung aloft as they were bled dry. Given time he believed the effects would wear off, yet he had no concept of the time frame or lingering repercussions of the damage their bodies had sustained.

      Though the mender strongly suggested that the withered shells of the tributes should remain in the village to recover, Ryl was adamant in his opposition. Their time was nearly up. They needed to make The Stocks before the annual Harvest, now just a week away.

      Ryl wiped the sweat from his brow, watching as the last of the tributes was loaded on the back of the black wagon bound for the village a short distance away. Elias’ body had been bound securely and loaded into the final wagon with the tributes. Andr and the Vigil would accompany them back to Serrate.

      Before the arrival of the phrenics early that morning, the village had already been teetering on the verge of revolt. The animosity toward the Lei Guard and soldiers camped nearby had reached a crisis point. With the addition of the true knowledge of the horrifying fates of the tributes, this attitude had been pushed over the edge.

      One of their own families had been butchered as a result of the ancient policy.

      One of their own now waited his turn to suffer a fate like those their mender now cared for.

      Ryl shook his head as he stalked back into the main facility. Kaep, Ramm and Vox waited for him at the entrance to the dreaded chamber.

      “Ryl, you need to see the Mender too,” Kaep remarked, pointing to the bloody bandage on his left side. He'd forgotten about the wounds on his hand and side, so occupied had his mind been with the horrors of the present.

      “We're almost done here, Kaep,” Ryl said. “Let's see what other secrets they have hidden away. I'll see the mender when we’re through.” The large room had been cleared of the bodies, yet the sickening stench remained. A careful search of the three remaining closed rooms began in earnest. The first, closest to the door was a barracks, two sets of bunks lining each wall. Two chests accompanied each set, their contents amounting to nothing more than neatly folded spare clothing.

      The next door contained the apartments of the menders. Each had a narrow bed and a small chest against the right-hand wall, separated by a tall, cloth partition. Their personal effects were trivial; a paltry accumulation of clothing and robes. The desk along the opposite side of the wall contained little of value save a single ledger, scrawled with messages written in a clearly encrypted shorthand. Ryl added the hand bound tome to the contents of his pack, before closing the door, moving to the last room.

      The final door was locked. Ryl felt the hint of tingling growing from his left arm. Focusing the woodskin on his right leg, he took a step back before lunging forward, planting his foot in the center of the door. The force of his kick splintered the wood as the door exploded inward.

      The room inside was empty, save for the shelves lining the right and left walls. To their right, the shelves were divided in an orderly mass of unlabeled bottles and vials. There were an assortment of different colored powders and a myriad of varied liquids.

      To the left, the shelves were separated into equal portions. Nearly all were full; each contained hundreds of small vials. Each vial was roughly the width and length of a finger. Ryl carefully retrieved one from the closest partition. He swirled the contents inside gently. The red liquid inside was thick, coating the sides of the glass. Each divided section and bottle were clearly labeled with a matching number.  Ryl looked at the vial in his hand.

      H1346.

      He carefully set the bottle down as the realization set in. In front of him stood a wall of the most coveted product in all the kingdom—the Blessing of the King.

      The lifeblood of the tributes.

      His stomach turned. He closed his eyes, pivoting away from the revered elixirs. How many tributes had perished to produce that supply?

      As his eyes opened, he noted a single jar he'd missed on his earlier inspection of the opposite shelf. In the shadow of the far wall, well separated from the rest of the unnamed components was a large, clear glass bottle. A thick cork carefully stoppered its top. Unlike the others this bottle was labeled with a single word.

      Nexela.

      Ryl leaned closer to get a better look at the liquid within the bottle. The thick, black fluid seemed to move with a life of its own, almost curiously probing the edge of the jar as he approached. The tingling feeling grew rapidly in his left arm, reaching a throbbing crescendo. In response, the fluid inside seethed with frantic activity, climbing up the rear walls of the container. As he leaned in close to the vessel, a miniscule hint of the scent of the jar’s contents escaped the porous stopper.

      His nose involuntarily scrunched as the putrid smell of rot, decay and of death assailed him.

      A hint was more than enough for Ryl’s mind to make the connection.

      The scent was that of the blackened evil that roamed the land to the southwest.

      The scent was of the Outland Horde.

      The realization dawned as he stood staring into the writhing liquid. The connection never before considered was reached. Phrenic and the Horde; the two were connected, just as light is to darkness.

      His mind sparked the recollection of theories from phrenics long since passed from this world. Throughout the ages, the two had existed in a balance that ebbed and flowed in gentle waves. Nexela was the antithesis to the alexen that coursed inside his veins. Inside the veins of the phrenics. The two were by nature predisposed to balance each other out.

      Something had thrown the balance of power out of line. The scales had tipped dramatically in the favor of the nexela; in the favor of the darkness.

      In the favor of the Outland Horde.

      The nexela in front of him acted not like a confident survivor, empowered by its combined strength. It swarmed over itself, desperate to flee. There was only fear.

      It was afraid.

      It was afraid of him.

      The room around Ryl lit with the light of the sun. The glowing orb of light and energy raced down his forearm, condensing into a ball in his palm. He paused for a moment.

      He could hear the calling from his blood urging him onward, at the same time he could feel the fear from the nexela on the shelf pleading for restraint.

      Ryl closed his eyes, breathing deeply. The putrid scent no longer fazed him.

      His eyes shot open, blazing with the fire of the sun. He slapped the palm of his fist into the jar of writhing black blood. The blinding lance of light stabbed through the container—the nexela it touched screamed in his senses as they vanished in the blinding light. The cocoon of light closed over the jar freezing for a moment before imploding in on itself.

      The glass jar cracked in half at the center. The top half slid off to the side, toppling over, smashing to pieces on the shelf. No trace of the black liquid remained. There was no trace of the stench left in the broken glass before him.

      The tingling in his arm had ceased. He looked at the crook of his elbow, noting the second distinct smudge of black on his skin.

      Quietly, he turned to leave the room. His phrenic companions stood wide eyed, their faces frozen in expressions of shock and awe.

      “What was that, Ryl?” Vox whispered.

      “The answer to many questions,” Ryl said bluntly. “The blood of the ancient enemy. Nexela; the darkness that counters the light of the alexen. They’ve found a way to corrupt the shells of the tributes that remained once the last drop of blood has been bled out.”

      Kaep gasped, placing her hand over her mouth.

      “Vox, start a fire,” Ryl growled as we walked forward toward his friends. They split, opening a path for him to stride through unimpeded.

      “Raze this room. Raze this building,” he hissed.

      “Burn it all.”
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      Flames belched from the door of the storeroom, and the glass bottles popped and spewed flaming liquids across the room. Ryl had stopped at the doorway to the facility’s main, torturous room. The sight of the stained slabs brought the tears unbidden to his eyes. With one final look, he turned stalking from the building.

      The heat in the courtyard was intense. Fires raged through the barracks and stables on either side as the complex quickly became engulfed in flame. The air swirled upward. His cloak snapped out to the side in the wind.

      Ramm stood outside the broken gate, the reins of four horses in his hand. The mounts were unsettled by the fire, and they struggled to pull away. A loud cracking noise sounded from his rear as the roof over the main facility buckled. The timbers in the center gave way, crashing in upon itself in a cloud of sparks. With his head down he strode through the ruin of the gate, leaving the processing facility to burn to ash.

      The fires of change had started. They’d begun to spread. Once they reached The Stocks, there would be no stopping them.

      Ryl took the reins from Ramm with a weary smile, easily mounting the startled mare. He spurred the horse forward in the wake of his fellow phrenics. The ride to the village was short; the waning sunlight cast long shadows that stretched out from the crumbling Martrion ruins at their rear to the west. Partway between the facility and Serrate, just inside the treeline, Ryl noted a body, poorly concealed by the wild grasses and shrubs. The uniform of the guard was unmistakeable. The blood that stained the green grasses already swarmed with flies. His hateful rhetoric would never again curse the innocent lives he persecuted.

      The village was abuzz with a level of activity, far from its sleepy norm. Those who possessed any skill as a mender were diligently tending to the tributes or wounded guards. Their shriveled bodies were carefully washed, dried and clothed. The mender applied a healing salve to the sores that had been allowed to fester on their backs and arms. Elias was treated separately, kept under restraints and constant guard.

      Nearly all the rooms in the small inn were now reserved for the tributes. Pots of broth had been brewed in the kitchen, and the warm liquid painstakingly spoon fed to their starved bodies. Though none regained consciousness through the night, thankfully none of their conditions had worsened.

      Ryl happily paid the innkeeper and the mender from the gold they’d carried with them. Mender Caravais’s eyes went wide at the sum; he refused more than half he’d been given. Ryl snuck the coins into a drawer on his desk when his back was turned. In addition, Ryl had purchased food, a supply of bandages, ointment, and several casks of the broth. They replenished their quivers along with a healthy surplus from the stock confiscated from the guards. The remaining weapons were left for the villagers.

      The bound guards were moved to an oft used warehouse along the bank of the river. They found themselves under guard of the newly armed militia. Serrate had elected a middle-aged man by the name of Pell as the spokesperson for their hastily formed troop. A fisherman by trade, Pell was clearly uncomfortable with his newly given position, yet he was one of the small group that had followed in the phrenic’s wake as they stormed the walled facility.

      Ryl looked up from the table where, he, the phrenics, Andr and Aldren ate quietly. Pell approached through the inn’s crowded dining room, stopping awkwardly a few steps away. They’d chosen the table furthest from the busier than average bar at the inn, not interested in celebrating. They were eager to eat and be on their way at first light. It was only a matter of time before word made it back to the King. To the Lei Guard. Notwithstanding, all agreed that remaining the night wouldn’t put them in any grave jeopardy.

      They were now nearing seven days before the Harvest. They hoped that by the time an investigation of the production facility concluded, The Stocks would have already fallen.

      Ryl felt a wave of remorse for the villagers. They’d been unwittingly drawn into the fold of what would most likely end in bloodshed. He was sure his warnings of such a fate would go unheeded.

      Pell cleared his throat.

      “Beggin’ your pardon,” he stumbled to find the words. “The supplies you requested have been loaded into your wagons, sir.”

      The villagers had begun referring to him as, “sir,” a title that he detested, though at the moment he hadn’t the energy to argue.

      “Thank you, Pell,” Ryl said kindly. “Your help has been greatly appreciated.”

      The uncomfortable villager smiled at the statement, before the timidness regained hold.

      “Where will you go from here?” he asked.

      “As I understand, the nearest functional crossing is many miles to the south,” Ryl said without missing a beat. “From there we will march to the capital. To Leremont.”

      Andr flashed him a side-eyed look. The phrenics had chosen to leave their hoods drawn, though he couldn’t see their eyes, he could feel their questioning glances.

      “And what should we do with the guards?” he asked.

      “Hold them for three days, then set them free,” Ryl responded. “With all they’ve seen. All they’ve been the unwitting accomplices to, I’d be surprised if any cause you grief.”

      “Yes sir,” Pell said. He nodded awkwardly before melting back away into the crowd.

      “Leremont, eh?” Andr whispered, once the villager had departed.

      “If reinforcements arrive sooner than anticipated, the misdirection will hopefully keep them off our trail,” Ryl admitted. “We only need seven days.”

      They finished eating in silence, lost in the thoughts of what had happened over the last day. So much had changed over the last moon; enough to make their heads spin. Ryl felt for the villagers as well. They were still coming to grips with the hooded warriors who’d appeared from the mist on their bridge that morning, shaking the very foundation of that which they’d understood for generations. The phrenics remained faceless to them. They’d be known by miraculous deeds, nothing more.

      It was late in the evening as they broke from the table. Ramm and Kaep were to relieve Dav and Vox on watch. With all the rooms in the inn taken, Ryl willingly accepted the offer, content to spend the night sharing the back of Aldren’s wagon. The supplies had been loaded into the rear, furthest from the entrance. Long wooden boards had been stacked neatly along the inside wall.

      They were leaving no tribute behind when they departed in the morning. Between Aldren’s wagon and the black carriage they’d confiscated from the facility, they’d have ample room for the tributes, although the ride would undoubtedly be less than comfortable. A group of the guards from the facility had been conscripted into cleaning the moving cell. They’d scrubbed away cycles of stench and filth, though to Ryl, the putrid scent would forever linger in the recesses of his mind.

      The addition of the unconscious tributes created a separate problem of its own. The original plan hadn’t accounted for the addition of ten immobile individuals to their party.

      Was there somewhere they could be secreted away and collected at a later time? The idea was appealing, yet the Lei Guard to some extent could track the whereabouts of the tributes. They’d be safe for a time, but for how long?

      Ryl tripped over a box of what sounded like pottery in the dim light of the wagon. He unintentionally shot the merchant an annoyed look. In truth, Aldren had voluntarily donated the bulk of his remaining wares that he was unable to sell to the villagers in order to make room for their new, incapacitated cargo. The merchant had still retained a few pieces, for one reason or another.

      Ryl’s hand came down on a carefully arranged stack of spools of fabric. A small roll of green and large roll of black fabric toppled from the pile, coming to a stop alongside the boards resting against the wall.

      The idea dawned on him.

      He turned to Aldren.

      “How are you with a needle, my friend?” Ryl asked. A devious smile grew across his face.
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      Captain Le'Dral was lost in thought as he made his way up the small rise in the cobblestone road. Looming in the distance ahead were the outer doors of the Pining Gate. His meal at the Hidden Garrison, one of his favorite taverns, was barely passable this evening. The added volume of patrons in the city for the annual Harvest on the morrow had clogged the usually sleepy tavern. The normally quality food had suffered as a result.

      On this evening, it wasn’t the fare that had brought him to the tavern. He had a scheduled meeting, though his perpetually reliable companion failed to show. The cause of the absence was a distraction he could ill afford at the moment.

      Le'Dral wanted no part in the drunken revelry that was commencing in the tavern and similar establishments throughout Cadsae Proper. The celebrations for the impending Harvest were well underway. The city had a festive, carnival feel to it. The Captain sneered as a group of intoxicated men stumbled by. The group drunkenly yammered on about how they would one day earn the Blessing of the King; the right to bid on The Stocks’ famous crops.

      The tributes.

      The celebration had grown more repulsive to him with every passing cycle. Brightly colored decorations had been hung between the buildings, honoring the great Houses and noble lords that had been bestowed the honor of sponsoring one of this cycle’s tributes. This cycle would be his second as the Master of The Stocks. He'd again be forced to stand before the gawking crowd with a smile. This time he’d be announcing the fate of nineteen young men and women, an unusually large group for a Harvest. The number was made more extreme by last cycle’s abnormally small pick.

      A beggar, wrapped in filthy rags, likely hunched over as a result of disease and malnutrition stumbled into his path. The Captain collided with the hobbled husk of a man, expecting to send the poor soul careening into a crumpled heap in the street. To his shock, it was he who was spun around by the contact. He must have been off balance.

      Le'Dral opened his mouth to offer an apology. The beggar had continued staggering down the street, yet his head was turned back toward the Captain. For an instant he had a partial view of the man's face from under the shadow of his hood. There was something familiar in its features.

      “Mind your surroundings, Captain,” the beggar whispered.

      There was something familiar about that voice.

      The hairs on the back of his neck rose as an unexplained feeling of worry rose from within.

      He spun around, his hand falling to the hilt of his sword. A pair of revelers stumbled over each other, affording him a wide berth as his menacing pose landed on them.

      Finding his way back to his quarters, he closed the heavy door, thankful to be free from the burden of duty for remainder of the evening. The lantern he'd left burning on the table had nearly run its course. The weak fire flickered, partially illuminating his study. The breeze from the open window strained the delicate flame.

      Strangely enough, he hadn't recalled leaving that window open. He crossed the small room, closing the pane, double checking to ensure the latch was properly engaged. He drew the curtains shut with a sigh; he wanted nothing more than peace. The fabric, as thick as it was, did little to muffle the sound of the revelry outside. A few hours of solitude remained before the morning’s Harvest.

      He unbuckled his sword belt, draping it over the back of the chair behind his desk. His fingers worked hastily at the buttons to remove his uniform top.

      Without warning, he was blanketed with an overpowering feeling. An emotion, so out of place, that his mind instantly travelled back to the first time he'd felt its call. It was stronger now. He was staggered by the unexpected force.

      Hope.

      “There is no hope here,” he cursed to himself.

      He froze as his eyes traveled upward, past his desk. His mouth hung open and his face went white as a chill coated his body. Just inside the outer ring of the flame’s light stood a figure. Its long grey cloak billowed slightly to the side though the air in this room was still.

      The right sleeve was removed at the shoulder; the right arm a solid mass of intricate tattoos. The left arm was covered by the folds of the cloak. The hood was up but pulled back enough for him to glimpse the features of his face.

      The beggar from earlier.

      Through the darkness of the shadow of his hood, his eyes churned with the raging fires of an inferno.

      He stepped back as the realization slammed into him with a terrifying force. The face hadn't aged a day … yet looked wizened well past its cycles.

      “Impossible,” he gasped.

      The voice shattered his disbelief.

      “What's wrong, Captain?” The hooded man whispered. “You look like you've seen a ghost.”
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      The heavy oaken door closed with a thundering boom. The reverberations echoed around the great hall, paying homage to the finality of the act. Lord Eligar sunk into his cushioned chair with a profound sense of relief that the day had at long last reached its close. He leaned back, crossing his right leg over his left, his fingers closing longingly around the stem of the newly filled goblet of wine. He lifted the glass to his nose, gently swirling the deep red liquid; closing his eyes, savoring the complex aromas that flooded his senses.

      Fay Eligar routinely made himself available to hear the complaints and petitions of those who lived on the lands that fell under the dominion of House Eligar. It was a habit instilled in him since his youth, an inheritance from his father's rule.

      The great hall was a spacious chamber; its high vaulted ceilings supported by thick columns, evenly spaced along both walls. Light shone through the narrow, stained glass windows. Their vibrant colors danced along the walls and floor as they caught the rays of the setting sun.

      A large, beautifully carved, wooden desk dominated the front left corner of the hall. It had been his home for the balance of the day. To his left, on a raised dais at the end of the room rested a massive, ornately carved and decorated throne.

      He wrinkled his nose unintentionally at the sight.

      He hated that chair.

      Hated looking down on those who sought him out for whatever reason. It wasn’t the petitioners he despised—it was the groveling and disconnect that it created. His father had imparted him with a valuable lesson before his untimely passing.

      
        
        Look someone in the eyes on their level and you’re bound to hear truth with much less delay.

        

      

      He could still hear the booming voice of his father resound through the hall. His mood had blanched as the day grew late. Lord Eligar looked with trepidation at the disarrayed stack of parchment to his right, yet it was the small missive lying face down on the desk in front of him that caused his consternation. The day’s requests had been mild if not boring in their tedium. As was the new norm over the previous moons, however, reports of mild aggression at their borders had increased steadily.

      With a sigh, he flipped over the parchment in front of him. Though his eyes had catalogued every word already, he carefully scanned the brief document.

      

      
        
        Dearest Lord Eligar,

        

        The Honorable King Lunek the Third again wishes to express his deepest condolences at the loss of your tribute and soldiers. He hopes you now understand the importance of leaving the transport of the tributes from their unmolested security of The Stocks in the hands of the prescribed guards. The Harvest is to be a joyous occasion for the Blessing of the King is not a gift bestowed without due care and the utmost reverence. He fears that the sanctity of the event has been forever marred by your selfish acts.

        After careful consideration, in light of recent events, however, your petition to attend the upcoming Deliverance has been denied.

        As to the matter of your accusations regarding the hostilities at your borders, the King has found them baseless. The insinuations that either House Sarnac or the Royal House are involved are meritless and an insult to their honor. Complaints of this nature will no longer be tolerated and will cease immediately.

        Furthermore, the King maintains that it is your family’s continued reluctance to house larger contingents of Royal Troops in your cities that is the root cause of the hostilities plaguing your unfortified borders. It is his sincerest hope that you reconsider these requests for the safety of the citizens of Damaris residing under the protection of your House.

        

      

      Lord Eligar tossed the missive to the side, sending it spinning off the edge of the table. His exclusion from the Deliverance was neither unexpected nor unwelcome. In truth, he had no interest in participating. The request was merely an added effort to maintain appearances. That the King was suspicious of the disappearance of his tribute, he was sure.

      The mock funerals, both private and public had taken considerable planning, effort and finances. Silence was costly. The ceremonies and honors posthumously bestowed upon those soldiers and sailors lost at sea were tedious, yet necessary to uphold the ruse. Though he knew not the fate of Andr and Ryl, that all aboard had made it home safely with minimal injuries was a miracle.

      Fay absently rubbed his right hand over his opposite shoulder. The wound had healed, yet a profound tenderness remained. The uncontrollable fury of the explosion that heralded the intentional demise of his frigate had nearly cost him his life. Along with the captain, he was among the last to disembark the doomed vessel. When she took to flame, the night sky illuminated with the light of the midday sun. He’d scoured the horizon for a final fleeting sight of the pair his act was meant to save—a distraction that was nearly fatal. A flaming timber thrown from the blast, plummeted from the sky, tearing the narrow skiff into pieces. The battleship that had tracked their course scooped them from the sea a short time later.

      Waterlogged, nursing a host of scratches, minor burns and a painfully dislocated shoulder, Fay had faced inquisition at the hands of the King’s councilors. The newly appointed Ambassador to The Stocks, Sir Maklan, was especially volatile. He’d even received a private, verbal lashing at the hands of the ancient King Lunek the Third himself. His obtuse nature at court and carelessness with regard to the safe transportation of his tribute were regarded with unveiled scorn.

      There was no question that the increase in aggression and the poorly disguised land grabs along his borders were a direct result of the King and other Houses. House Sarnac, in particular, which bordered the majority of the land directly on House Eligar’s west stood the most to gain.

      Lord Eligar had long planned for this eventuality. Not long after the decision to sponsor Ryl, he’d secretly hired teams of Ferro blacksmiths, the indigenous people who occupied the Isle of Mattume off the southern coast of Leremont. In the known world, the Ferro people were far and away the most skilled ironworkers available.

      Using the deposits of iron that were abundant on the lands of his house, he’d been able to amass a substantial stockpile of weapons and armor. Armed and armored, his soldiers trained diligently. On short notice, he’d be able to mount an army of nearly six thousand with another two thousand in reserve.

      The knocking on the door cut through the morose solitude of his thoughts. Three sharp, quick raps, and a pause before the fourth. The signal was clear; the need was of great import.

      The door opened slowly, swinging silently on its massive iron hinges. Lord Eligar was surprised to see Mender Gencep stride through the door. Rarely did the mender have cause to interrupt the calm after his meetings. The wizened face of his elder, most trusted confidant was unusually animated as he shuffled across the great hall. Following closely on his heels was a weary, filthy looking young man.

      “I beg your pardon, Fay,” Mender Gencep announced. The lack of formality in the greeting was unexpected. Lord Eligar’s curiosity was piqued. What was the meaning of the intrusion?

      The young man trailing in the shadow of the mender appeared to be no older than his mid-teens. He wore the trappings of exhaustion over his body. His face was gaunt and dirty, though Fay could see that he’d tried admirably to clean it before entering his presence—there were undeniable streaks of mud and grime where his hands had missed.

      His wavy shoulder-length hair was wet and matted against his face. His clothes appeared too large, yet under the dirt, had the trappings of finery, well above the station of a mere beggar or peasant.

      “I trust there’s cause for this interruption,” Lord Eligar announced. He was mildly annoyed, yet the determined fire in the boy’s eyes gave Fay pause.

      “I found this one outside the gates,” Mender Gencep recounted. “The young man arrived after the doors were closed for the evening. He says he’s been traveling for nearly a week. Says it cannot wait a moment longer. He claims to have a message of extreme importance, to be delivered to you, and you alone.”

      Mender Gencep placed his hand gently on the boy’s back, urging him forward.

      “Fay, you’re going to want to hear this,” the mender said quietly.

      The boy approached steadily, though his hesitant steps revealed his uncertainty. In his hand, the he clutched a rolled document. He extended it cautiously as he neared. Lord Eligar reached out carefully taking hold of the slightly crumpled paper.

      The missive was small, sealed with a single, unmarked dab of red wax. The paper was damp to the touch and warm from where the young man had been holding it.

      “What’s so important about this letter?” Fay asked kindly as he slid a thin metal blade from his desk under the red seal.

      “I know nothing of the contents, sir,” the young man stuttered as he spoke between breaths.

      “I see no marking on the seal,” Lord Eligar commented. “Who’s this from?”

      The young man took a breath as he prepared to speak.

      “He said he was an acquaintance of yours, that you'd know his name well,” the young man spoke quietly.

      “His name is Ryl.”
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      The wagon groaned in protest as it skipped over the roots that had overtaken the narrow road. They traveled south along the western bank of the river, sandwiched between the water on one side and the thinning remnants of the forest on the other. Through the trees to the west, the rocky pinnacles of the Haven Mountains thrust into the sky. Their dagger-like peaks formed the jagged top of the range that stretched virtually the entire north south expanse of the Kingdom of Damaris.

      Above the tops of the trees to the north, a thin line of smoke still stained the sky. The facility they’d set ablaze the evening before still smoldered as the flames sought to consume the last of the timbers. Ryl shivered as a chill rolled through his body. The horrors that resided within those walls were still as potent in memory as they were in person.

      He could smell the odors. The fetid stench of death and human waste. He could still taste it polluting the air. His stomach turned in revulsion.

      The images were burned into Ryl’s mind. His memories painted every traumatic detail even as he attempted to blink the visions away. Battered, lifeless bodies were secured upright along tables leaned against the walls. Blood fell, drip by drip from the arms of each as they were painstakingly drained. They were all tributes as he had once been. Children, stolen from their families for the alexen in their blood. They’d been raised under the heel of the Kingdom, forced into servitude within the confines of The Stocks. That prison had been their home, now the filthy wooden slabs in an unmarked facility were to have been their deathbeds.

      Ryl felt the rage as it raced through his veins. It demanded the lives of the guards who’d unknowingly concealed these horrors. In the end, it was only the facility and its machinations that had been razed.

      Raiding the facility, tucked away in the shadows of the Martrion Ruins had never been a part of their intended task. The goal was and remained the freedom of The Stocks. A chance encounter had cost them the life of their companion and friend, Deyalou, Master Swordsman and defender of Vim. Yet from the chilling heartbreak of loss came the information that resulted in the freedom of an additional ten tributes. Their emaciated, addled bodies were mere shells of their former selves. They’d endured untold horrors. Yet, even as uncertain as their paths to recovery were, they still lived.

      They were free.

      Now, with every turn of the wagon’s wheels, they moved closer to their destination. The crude pathway they now followed would allow them to close a portion of the distance to The Stocks in secrecy, yet it would make their progress decidedly more sluggish. Ryl had planned to retrace their steps to the east, crossing the river and leaving Serrate and the smoldering remains of the facility behind. From there, they were to meet with the main thoroughfare whose southern end terminated to the east of Cadsae Proper and The Stocks.

      Crossing the river at Serrate was no longer an option. The stone bridge that spanned the watery gap had fallen amidst their battle with the Lei Guard; an unintended casualty of war. They’d expected a single group of seven, black-cloaked warriors. They’d been caught off guard by the appearance of the second detail.

      With the collapse of the bridge, their plans had again been altered. The ill-used path represented their only hope of moving the laden wagons onward toward The Stocks. They’d be forced to follow its lazy bends to the closest river crossing, nearly fifty miles to the south. From there, they’d be able to rejoin the main thoroughfare

      The ambush upon the bridge had been a shock. Ryl’s previous encounters with the Horde had been perilous. The misshapen beasts attacked with lethal speed and a terrifying ferocity. The battle with the Lei Guard had been equally fierce. It had been frantic. Ryl fought with a desperation founded in hopelessness.

      It nearly cost him his life.

      Ryl and his companions had prevailed, yet it was a hollow victory as light had pierced the veil that shrouded the truth. In total, thirteen Lei Guard, only one shy of two full parties, had been destroyed.

      Though they were cloaked in black, it could no longer disguise their true form. They fought for the Kingdom, for the Ascertaining Decree, for the very system that robbed children of their lives, families and freedoms.

      Underneath the guise they were all tributes. Or at least they once had been.

      All that remained now were withered, black-stained shells of their previous identities. Some he had known. The majority of those whose faces were still recognizable he didn't. Ryl had wept openly as they hastily buried the remains.

      Had he known the true nature of the Lei Guard before that morning, would the outcome have been different? Had he known the power that dwelled within him, could he have saved more of them?

      Only one remained breathing.

      It was Elias.

      By a strange twist of fate, he was reunited with his close friend who had been taken during the Harvest two cycles prior. Ryl shuddered at the horrors, the agony, that Elias must have endured. Had he even truly saved his friend? Was it compassion, or was he only prolonging his friend’s suffering?

      Only time would tell. Elias had yet to wake.

      Ryl glanced down at his tattooed left arm at the thought. It almost appeared to be glowing in the dim light of the wagon’s interior. The unexpected power that had flowed from his arm had been incredible. The ball of glowing light that swelled in his hand seemingly banished the darkness that had corrupted Elias. The power inside him had tipped the scale, evening the balance between the light and darkness.

      What had been done to corrupt the tributes past the point of recollection? They fought ferociously in defense of a system that had tortured them and had stolen every last shred of their existence. Their skin bore the black streaks of the nexela. The taint of the Outland Horde.

      The connection had become shockingly clear as Ryl had connected the pieces in his mind. Nexela was the antithesis to the alexen that lived within his veins. It was the vile compound that inhabited the blackened blood of the heartless killers of the Outland Horde.

      How had this come to pass? Somehow the compound was refined and infused into the withered shells of the tributes who had been milked of their blood in the processing facilities. The parchment retrieved from the facility before it fell to the torch called to him. Would he find the answers there?

      At the present, there was no time for deciphering the text, as alluring as the proposition sounded. There were others in far more worrying states that needed tending. In addition to Elias, they had saved ten of the twelve tributes from further torture in the processing facility. From the brands on their necks, Ryl knew all had languished there for cycles.

      Ryl sat quietly in the bed of Aldren’s wagon. His unfocused gaze watched the slow but even rise and fall of Elias’ chest. He could see the ribs of his friend’s gaunt and withered frame protruding through his clothes.

      It had been nearly half a day since they'd left the small hamlet behind, yet neither he nor any of the other tributes they'd rescued had woken. The merchant's cart along with the black wagon of the Lei Guard that they'd confiscated had been hastily transformed into rolling clinics.

      The tributes they'd rescued would no longer endure a life of torment in the facility. Unwillingly milked of their blood, their lives drained to make the fabled elixir—the so called Blessing of the King. The extended lifespan and heightened intelligence it provided came at the cost of another’s life. For the select few of the King’s sycophants who were allowed to consume the draught, that price was immaterial. The lives they stole were nothing compared to their self-preservation. Did it too contain the nexela?

      Ryl had seen firsthand the power and speed of the Horde. Did the elixir grant physical attributes to the sponsors as well?

      Either way, it was a practice that must be brought to an end.

      Even the guards at the facility were blissfully unaware of the true nature of the horrors that they had allowed to befall under their protection. The veil of innocence had been torn from their eyes. It was a seemingly small step along the path to their goal. If all went as planned, it would be removed from the eyes of the Kingdom once and for all.

      After a millennium of deceit, the people of Damaris would know the truth.

      The annual Harvest was only seven days away. Ryl and his companions from Vim were intent on making it a Harvest none would forget. One final ceremony to end the abomination that had continued unchecked for cycles.

      The wagon slowed to a halt and he heard footsteps crunch on the loose soil on the path. The curtain at the rear shifted, the light that streamed through the opening was nearly blinding. The motionless bodies of Elias and the other five tributes in the carriage looked far paler and more shriveled in the light of the sun. The black streaks that had snaked their way up Elias’ face had all but faded.

      The faces of Andr and Vox appeared through the opening.

      “How are the others?” Ryl asked his companions.

      “There's been no change, though I'm not sure if that bodes well or not,” Andr replied with a pained smile. “Let's get some food in this lot, then Vox will take over for you.”

      Ryl nodded in agreement as he moved to the task of carefully spoon feeding the emaciated shells of the tributes. They had purchased large pots of broth from the Serrate before their departure, although their supply was already running thin.

      He was hesitant to leave Elias. The husk of a man that lay unconscious before him had once been close enough to be his brother. The ruthless warrior that had attacked him on the bridge seethed with hatred, the true depths of which were impossible to comprehend. Ryl felt an overwhelming pang of apprehension at the thought that was ever present in his head. Which version of his friend would wake?

      Airing on the side of caution, Elias had been bound to his litter with thick leather straps around his wrists, chest and legs. One phrenic would remain on permanent guard until he woke and the answer to that question could be more readily understood. They had stripped him of his black cloak, replacing it with the simple clothing they'd purchased in Serrate.

      “Please let me know if he wakes, Vox,” Ryl said as he lowered himself down from the rear of the wagon.

      “Aye, Ryl,” the phrenic elementalist replied, placing his comforting hand on Ryl's shoulder before using it as leverage to hoist himself into the wagon.

      The expedition to Serrate had been unexpectedly fortuitous and yet it had made achieving their final goals increasingly complex. Until now, their plan to infiltrate The Stocks had primarily involved brute force. Their path had now taken an unexpected turn. Disguise, deceit and a great deal more subtlety were required.

      The cloak that Elias wore was now serving as a template for additional black garments—six to be precise. None would dare challenge a contingent of the Lei Guard desiring to enter The Stocks, no matter when they chose to enter.

      Ryl had no recollection of seeing the black cloaked guard at a Harvest in the past. Either way, through force or disguise, they would gain entry to The Stocks.

      Night was fast approaching as Ryl made his way, with Andr in tow, toward the front of the wagon. Aldren was ambling down from the raised front bench as they approached, a pile of black fabric in his hand. Dav, who'd been driving the wagon, was stretching out after the long stint in the driver's seat.

      “How're the cloaks coming?” Ryl asked.

      “It's tediously sluggish work, I'm afraid,” Aldren groaned. “I've cut most of the pieces at this point. It'll take some time to sew them together, especially if it's done from a moving wagon. I don't have the appropriate supplies for the work either.”

      Ryl frowned at the statement. They were running out of time. He was confident they could make The Stocks before the Harvest, yet without the completed cloaks their plan would be troublesome.

      “Are there any villages between here and Cadsae Proper where we can restock?” Ryl posed.

      “I've never taken this road before, but the town of Milstead isn't far past where this path crosses back over the river and joins the main thoroughfare,” Aldren responded.

      Andr cleared his throat before entering the conversation.

      “Our numbers have swelled since we first set out,” he stated. “I'm wary of the attention travelling in a group this large will bring.”

      Ryl shared a similar feeling as his friend. There was still a profound need for subtlety as they progressed. The risk of running into soldiers or Lei Guard once they reached the main road or Cadsae Proper would increase dramatically.

      Aldren's face lit up as the comment triggered a memory.

      “I have an acquaintance who owns a farm outside of Milstead,” he stammered. “I've been buying the wool from his sheep for cycles. He's got a large barn we could hold up in and a place to stash the wagons out of sight for a spell.”

      “Is he trustworthy?” Andr interjected.

      “Aye, he is,” Aldren replied quickly without a hint of uncertainty. His voice was tinted with a slight suggestion of insult at the question.

      “Not all are the devils you believe they might be,” he glared at the mercenary. “Geshill harbors the same sentiment as I. Though his is far more volatile. He has more of a reason to hate the system of the tributes than most."

      Aldren paused, a look of sadness swept across his face. The moisture quickly filled in the corners of his eyes.

      “They stole his sister when he was but a child. The trace of alexen in her blood sealed her fate,” he whispered, though the intensity in his voice grew with every word. “He never forgave his parents for selling her. Ran from them the first opportunity he got. Tell him you're heading to burn down The Stocks, he's likely to bring the torch.”

      The comment stung Ryl deeper than any blade could penetrate. His repressed feelings of betrayal relished the opportunity to surge to the forefront of his mind. He struggled internally to quiet the revolt that waged inside.

      He met eyes with Andr, the two sharing a knowing glance. Ryl knew that far beneath the surface, the rugged mercenary was feeling an anguish that he could never hope to understand. The mercenary had lost everything; his son, his wife, his house, to the Ascertaining. Ryl sensed the familiar heat build in his veins, could feel the fire swelling in his eyes.

      “There will be time for that soon enough,” Ryl stated quietly, his voice dripping with unquestionable confidence. “Still, I think the fewer who know of our true intentions the better. If we can gain access to his barn, I'd like to sneak the black wagon in after the cover of darkness.”

      “I understand,” Aldren acknowledged. “Now if there's nothing more, I'd like to stretch out for a spell. The road always takes a toll, even when it's not nearly as bumpy.”

      With a nod, Aldren limped past them, stretching his legs as he headed toward the back of the wagon. The pair followed him with their eyes, watching as he left.

      “We were lucky to have stumbled across him when we did,” Ryl admitted quietly as the merchant moved beyond earshot.

      “Aye, that we were, Ryl,” Andr acknowledged. “It'll be wise to split the caravan when we set out in the morning. We're unlikely to meet travelers on this path, though the fewer eyes that see the wagons together the better."

      Ryl and Andr turned their heads as the crunching of the loose dirt underfoot gave away the approach of the phrenics. Kaep and Ramm stopped a few steps away, greeting them with a smile.

      “The Vigil are setting up camp just inside the treeline,” Kaep noted with a wave of her hand to the woods behind her. “We'll set a watch on the road north and south.”

      “That's a wise idea,” Andr said. “The chance of any reinforcement having reached Serrate and discovered the facility is still low. We can use another quiet night.”

      A low rumble sounded through the air. Ramm quickly folded his arms across his stomach. The massive phrenic shrugged his shoulders with a grin.

      “I agree with you. We could all use the food,” Andr commiserated with the hungry phrenic. “We passed a small pool in the river not more than a few hundred meters north. Kaep and Ryl, care to try your luck fishing again?”
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      The brief fishing trip was a success, although the narrow river contained few large fish. Ryl and Kaep had relied on raw emotion, forced outward, to coax the fish to the surface. The power of their phrenic minds held enough sway to bring their fare to the surface. What wasn’t able to be captured by hand, Kaep speared with the use of her bow and arrow. This tactic worked with an adequate degree of success. After the first few attempts, the fish spooked quickly and the river around them became barren. They returned to their small camp with a half dozen fish to the cautiously muted cheers of their companions.

      Ryl had stopped again to check on Elias before making his way back to the small fire they'd hidden inside the tree line. There was seemingly no change in his condition. No change in any of the tributes' condition. Strange though it may sound, he longed to return them to The Stocks where he could commandeer the trusted services of Mender Jeffers.

      After eating, he lay close to the remains of the small fire, wrapping his phrenic cloak tightly around him. The warmth from the dying blaze sapped some of the weariness from his body, and he closed his eyes finding sleep quickly.
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        * * *

      

      Ryl woke with a start, sitting up from where he lay. The night was still. Through the opening in the foliage, stars flickered in the cloudless sky overhead. The remains of the fire glowed a light orange, the occasional quiet crackle issuing from the heavily consumed logs.

      There was a muffled commotion from the wagon. Ryl was on his feet in an instant, scanning the area with his mindsight. He located Vox's signature immediately among the faint yellow glows of the ailing tributes. The sight next to him made his heart skip a beat.

      A wispy, darkened cloud shifted by the phrenic’s side.

      Elias.

      Ryl leapt forward calling on the gift of speed from within. He reached the back of Aldren's wagon in an instant, the tingling in his tattooed left arm swelled as he approached. Without pause, he ripped the flap aside, springing into the back of the darkened wagon.

      A small lantern hung from the ceiling of the rear of the wagon. Vox jumped as Ryl burst inside. The phrenic was leaning down, his back to Elias. Somehow a tribute had fallen from their hastily constructed stretcher, and the phrenic elementalist worked carefully to return the addled body to its bed.

      As Ryl entered, Elias’ head rolled purposefully to its side. His haunting eyes met Ryl's. The eyes were not that of his friend. There was nothing but an infinite blackness filling their interior. The grin that slowly spread across his face contained pure malice.

      The tingling sensation in Ryl's arm began throbbing.

      “Vox, behind you,” Ryl hissed quietly as he hastened over the first of the tributes.

      The phrenic elementalist turned, the limp body of the withered tribute still in his arms. In a sudden motion, Elias struggled forward against his bonds. Vox cursed as he dropped the tribute to the floor before lunging for the straps that held Elias’ arms to the board.

      The voice that filled the wagon was ghostly. Ryl couldn't distinguish a note of his friend’s voice through the airy growl that issued from his lips.

      “You abominations will not remain free for long,” it said as it flashed its teeth together, thrashing against its restraints. “Your blood will be milked until every last drop has been devoured.”

      Ryl's arm was glowing as he reached Vox's side, the ball of light coalescing around his left hand. In their struggle with the Lei Guard at Serrate, he thought he had decimated the corruption that spread through his friend’s body. The black stains on his skin had faded, yet the taint clearly remained.

      His left arm moved on its own accord, his hand traveling toward Elias's head. He felt the tear brewing in his eye as he pressed his palm down on his old friend’s head.

      Ryl sensed the energy pass from him into Elias's skull. The haunting eyes rolled back into his head, startling white replacing the black before they slowly closed. The thrashing body lay still.

      What had he done?
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      In the low, flickering light of the wagon, Ryl flexed his left arm over and over again. His eyes were trained on the small black smudges that marked the surface of his skin where the sun was tattooed on his left arm.

      Moments ago, there had been but one, now a second joined the first. The marks, no bigger than pin pricks, appeared to move ever so slightly as if jostled by the flares of the sun below.

      His eyes travelled to Elias. His friend had lain still since the outburst earlier in the night. Ryl stared closely for a long moment, confirming that his breaths still came. His friend’s chest rose and fell ever so slightly. Though his rest had been short, Ryl took over the watch from Vox. He knew the racing of his heart and the running of his mind was incongruous with sleep.

      He'd helped Vox secure the straps that held Elias down before tending to the tribute who'd fallen from their makeshift litter. It seems the convulsions were involuntary as the man was still unresponsive after they returned him to his stretcher.

      The night passed without further incident. The recovering tributes in both wagons remained comatose as they broke camp before the sun had risen fully into the sky.

      With few words between them, the wagons slowly began their creaking procession over the rough road headed south toward the crossing. They traveled in a staggered line, separate, though keeping relatively close proximity to each other. A pair of riders scouted ahead, while two trailed slightly behind. The remainder of their party split their duties between driving the wagons or tending to the ailing tributes. Aldren for the most part remained at the head of his wagon diligently working on the black cloaks.

      They intended on traveling within earshot until they crossed to the eastern side of the narrow river. From there, they would space themselves out by a matter of a mile or so as they traveled the short distance to the main road that ran toward Milstead. Should they encounter any on the road, word of Lei Guard riding in caravan with civilians was sure to raise unwanted suspicion and questions.

      Ryl remained at his post watching Elias and the comatose tributes as the caravan slowly inched forward. He waved off the reprieve as Ramm pushed his head through the flaps at the rear of the wagon. The modest confines of the wagon’s interior weren't comfortably set to accommodate a person of the massive phrenic's stature. Even before the addition of the makeshift stretchers for the tributes the wagon would have felt cramped for the mountain of a man.

      Ryl chuckled to himself as Ramm accepted the dismissal, closing the flaps behind him. The sight of the phrenic riding on a horse was interesting to say the least. The beasts were strong, but their legs were sure to flag quickly under the weight of his imposing, solid frame. For the most part, Ramm had occupied his time driving one of the two wagons.

      The day passed slowly as Ryl's charges were less than talkative. His attention was focused intently on their actions, or lack thereof. Every abnormally large breath, every involuntary noise drew his scrutiny. He routinely checked to verify that they were still breathing, oftentimes leaning in close, feeling for the faint puff of breath on his skin. The air from their lungs was startlingly cold, sending a chill down his spine. Each registered a faint yellow glow in the vision of his phrenic mindsight. How long would they remain in this condition?

      Would they ever wake?

      Ryl heard the muted, “whoa” from Dav, who was driving the wagon, as the sound of hooves thundered on the ground, fast approaching from the front. He was relieved as he heard Andr's voice announcing his presence.

      Moments later, the flap to his wagon shifted apart as the mercenary poked his head through. He lifted the covering further to reveal the phrenic elementalist standing behind.

      “Ryl, Vox will take over for a few,” Andr announced. “There's something I think you should see.” A small grin broke through the normally impassive look on his friend’s face.

      Ryl regarded Andr curiously for a moment as he clambered carefully over the tributes. He hopped down with ease, stretching himself out with a sigh of relief as Vox climbed in to take his place. The feeling of the solid ground beneath his feet was mildly disorienting. Even after only a matter of hours riding in the wagon, the earth felt as if it was moving past him while his body remained still.

      He followed Andr silently as they made for the pair of horses loosely lashed to a small tree along the right side of the rugged path. To their left, a steep bank careened downward for several meters to the waters of the sluggish, placid river below. The noise of the quiet gurgle of water now that he was removed from the wagon was soothing.

      The air was fresh, far more pleasant than in the rear of the merchant's wagon. The heat was bordering on stifling; the interior had begun to smell with a funk that brought back a torrent of unpleasant memories.

      Memories of his childhood.

      Memories of his first trip to The Stocks.

      Ryl had only been in the rear of the black wagon they had confiscated from the Lei Guard for a moment before razing the facility. Every second inside felt like an eternity, even though his situation had altered dramatically since then. He’d endured several torturous weeks locked within the black wagon after his parents had sold him to the Kingdom when his alexen was discovered. His fingers were scraped and bleeding from pounding at the unyielding boards of the walls. His voice was gone after days of screaming for help. His hope, destroyed.

      He had no answers then. No understanding of what was to come.

      Ryl shuddered as he fought back the emotions from the past. Much had changed since then, yet the destination was still the same.

      The Stocks.

      He’d be returning to where it all began. This time with answers.

      This time with hope.

      He mounted the horse with ease, following Andr at a canter ahead of their companions. To their right, the thinning remnants of a forest dotted the hillside along the path. Between the trees, scattered images of the jagged peaks of the Haven Mountains poked in and out of view.

      Across the small river to their east, the landscape was marked by rolling hills; their tall, wild grasses swaying in the mild breeze. Occasional groves of trees were scattered among the hills. The sun was only a few hands into the partly clouded sky.

      Ahead of them, the river cut a waving line through another small forest; the trees grew dense and close together again on either side. Andr veered his horse to the right at the edge of the woods, heading west ascending a small ridge.

      Ryl's horse snorted in protest as it stumbled on the loose stones below its feet. He comforted it with a gentle pat and a wave of calm, easing it carefully forward up the loose incline. At the top of the hill above, he could see Kaep, sitting statuesque on her mount. The hood of her cloak was down and her hair cascaded out behind her. Her frame was silhouetted against the late morning sky, her attention focused to the southwest.

      Andr stopped his mount along the right side of Kaep's horse. Ryl was only a few paces behind, coming to a halt on her left. She turned as he approached, greeting him with a quick smile before returning her gaze to the horizon.

      From the top of the rise they had an astonishing view of the surrounding landscape. To their right, far to the north, the Haven Mountains began. Their impassable peaks materialized from the horizon, continuing their jagged course past their overlook to the south. Ryl followed their path until his view reached where Kaep's gaze had been trained. His eyes came to an abrupt stop.

      So too did the mountains.

      “I figured you'd want to see them at first sight,” Andr offered quietly.

      To the southwest, the Haven Mountains’ southerly reach came to a sheer stop before turning west toward the sunset. Toward the Outlands.

      Where the mountains ended, a second, unnatural wall of stone continued due south.

      The Palisades.

      Aside from the massive Pining Gate, he had seen virtually none of the exterior of the looming walls. The stone was the same drab, ashy grey as the interior’s surface. The oppressive feeling that seemed to emanate from the walls themselves was shockingly potent even from this vantage, more than a day’s ride away.

      Ryl shuddered.

      “Thank you,” he whispered, not taking his eyes off the dreaded wall.

      The initial sight of the eastern Palisade elicited a potent visceral response. The emotions that rushed through him were overwhelming, accompanied by memories just as vivid. Fear. Agony. Heartbreak. Acceptance. Hope.

      Ryl recalled the fear of his first moments inside The Stocks. Just a boy of eight cycles, he’d arrived battered and broken with no understanding of why. The hate-filled eyes and acidic tone of Master Delsith terrified him. The ominous, hollow thud of the Pining Gate behind him sent a shiver down his spine.

      There was agony. Ryl felt the sting of fists and the hammer of boots as the guards beat him mercilessly. He’d stood up to the depravity of the wicked sub-master Osir. His body had paid a painful price for the decision, one that had nearly cost him his life.

      At the culmination of every cycle the heartbreak returned once more. One after another, cycle after cycle, the Harvest robbed him of the tributes he’d grown to love. To call family. The anguish never more potent than the final image of Elias. The crooked smile and wink of his best friend, his brother, were etched into his mind. The sudden absence had left an irreparable wound in his heart.

      The alexen that flowed through his veins had robbed him of his biological family, casting him aside as an outcast of society. The mysterious compound had been used to segregate him, yet within those walls it had accepted him with an all-encompassing welcome. He and all other tributes, despite being strangers before their delivery to The Stocks, were bound by a tie that was unbreakable. He felt the warmth of Sarial’s motherly embrace as if she was at his side at that very moment.

      Then there was hope. The guards, the Kingdom, the Master; they had failed in their attempts to snuff out the flame. Though it had faltered, it had now been rekindled, nurtured into the inferno that raged inside him. The lost history entrusted to him from Da’agryn. The boon from the ancient woods herself. The understanding of the powers lurking within his blood. Within the Palisades’ walls, all had aided in constructing the hope that had brought him to today.

      Ryl looked on, lost in the tormenting array of thoughts that accompanied the sight of the wall. The gentle brush of a hand on his right arm would likely have been overlooked had it not contained a startling jolt of energy that rushed up his arm.

      He swung his head to the side, his eyes traveling upward from the delicate features and smooth skin of the bare hand on his arm. Kaep's eyes were wide with surprise and uncertainty, though her face held a consoling expression. He watched as her startled look darted from where her hand rested on his tattooed arm, returning to his face once more.

      As her hand lingered, their gazes locked, each delving into the depths of one another’s eyes. Her touch had washed away any trace of the lingering tormented emotions that had returned unbidden at the first glimpse of the palisade.

      Where there was the oppressive weight of agony and torment, now there was … an entirely new sensation. A feeling rooted more deeply to The Stocks than all the pain, humiliation and heartbreak combined.

      Hope.

      Ryl felt the fire burn in his veins. His dogged determination boiled over as it coursed through every inch of his body. He watched the corner of Kaep's lips slowly turn up into a steadily growing smile.

      She seemed to struggle momentarily as if her body fought her attempts to remove her hand from his skin—that she felt some semblance of the same magnetic energy, he was certain.

      “The look in your eyes speaks volumes, Ryl,” Kaep whispered. “Never fear. The walls will crumble in your path.”

      “The Stocks will fall.”
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      Ryl remained with the lead scouting party ahead of the staggered caravan. Andr remained at his side as they resumed their trek toward Milstead. Even in the low light of the early morning, from his position atop the hill, he'd noted the thin wisps of smoke rising from the chimneys of the small town to the south..

      The distance was still great, and they'd need to push hard to make Geshill's farm before dark. The rugged, winding and narrow path was not built for speed. The unchecked advance of the forest choked the roadway tightly and the wagons scraped against the branches above as they plodded through its midst.

      By midday they were thankfully free from the torturously slow procession through the trees. Ahead, the river narrowed, though the banks along its sides increased their slope. A rickety looking wooden bridge spanned the distance between the two banks.

      There was uncertainty written across their faces as they came to a halt before the structure. Barely wide enough for a wagon to pass, the bridge had a telltale look of age. The crossing was in truth nothing more than a simple walkway of close-fitting boards supported by large timbers that ran the length of the gap underneath. On each bank two weathered ropes were fixed to wooden poles that had been hammered into the ground. The twin ropes stretched across, forming sagging guardrails that delineated the edges of the bridge. The road had left them no choice but to make the crossing. They would have neither the time, nor the supplies, to retrace their steps to the north. Their timeline was finite. They must reach Milstead, and then The Stocks, with haste.

      Ryl and the remaining riders dismounted before hesitantly leading their mounts across the bridge. One horse at a time they inched forward, careful to avoid the more dilapidated looking lumber. The creaks and groans from the aged timbers were alarming, but thankfully each rider crossed without issue.

      The wagons were up next for the crossing. Aldren's was the first to make the attempt. The stubborn mounts at the lead were less enthusiastic about their intended course, yet with a moderate amount of coaxing from their experienced master, slowly eased onto the wooden span over the divide.

      Halfway across, there was a sickeningly loud snapping of wood. A shower of splinters rained down from underneath the bridge, splashing into the water below. A large chunk of one of the beams running parallel to the river's path swung free, waving back and forth like a pendulum under the walkway.

      Aldren spurred his horses forward at the sound. His wagon was several lengths from the crossing on solid ground before he reined in his mounts. The merchant was visibly shaken by the ordeal; the color of his face had faded to white as he looked back over the bridge. His hands were trembling as he clutched them to his chest. His shoulders rose and fell with every rapid, pronounced breath.

      Andr had volunteered to drive the remaining wagon, the black wagon of the Lei Guard, across the gap. From his position on the far side, his eyes clouded with a trace of concern as he examined the timbers of the decaying bridge.

      “We need to get the tributes out,” he shouted across the span of the river. "We can’t afford the extra weight."

      The sentiment struck a mutual chord with Ryl. From the expressions that marred his companion’s faces he understood the feeling was common amongst them all. He could feel the anxiety exuding from them as they waited anxiously on the opposite bank.

      Ryl was the first to return over the bridge wasting no time circling to the rear of the wagon. The remainder of the party apart from Ramm returned to assist unloading and carrying the laden, makeshift stretchers of the unconscious tributes across the bridge. The large phrenic happily remained at the back of Aldren's wagon watching over the still form of Elias.

      Working in pairs, the helpless tributes were carefully maneuvered across the bridge. Once safely back on land, their litters were deposited on a patch of long grass that grew to the right of the road. The morning sun warmed their skin while a gentle breeze worked to erase the growing odor of their rolling clinic. Their bodies remained still as they awaited the removal of the last of their number.

      Once the final tribute had been successfully retrieved, Andr began the harrowing process of driving the wagon across the damaged bridge. Slowly he urged the horses forward. Groans of protest sounded immediately.

      Andr's steady pace had carried him nearly halfway across the bridge when another violent snapping sound tore through the air. The horses, spooked by the sound, stomped their feet in protest, rearing back, nearly toppling Andr from his seat. From behind the carriage, Ryl watched as the large wooden beam that accounted for the downstream edge of the bridge bowed slightly before splitting near the opposite bank.

      “Andr, the bridge is collapsing!” Ryl shouted.

      The mercenary struggled to regain his seat. The large draft horses at the front panicked, stomping their feet in a frantic cadence. The bridge wobbled wildly under the failing of the timbers and the assault of the hooves.

      Ryl focused on the horses, desperately forcing emotion upon them. Fear. It was fight or flight.

      “Run,” he screamed.

      The horses surged forward as Andr regained his footing. He was tossed backward into the seat as the carriage lurched forward. As they crossed the last few meters, the timber that formed the upstream beam of the bridge split from the opposite bank, collapsing into the river below. The carriage leaned hard to the side as it caught the edge of the bank, before slamming back down as all four wheels crossed onto solid ground.

      Behind it, the remainder of the fractured bridge slipped backward into the water. The jagged ends of rotted timbers protruded starkly from the ground on either bank. The ancient ropes rocked in the wind, now all that remained to span the gap.

      Andr reined the horses in alongside Aldren's wagon. He jumped down, gingerly rubbing the right side of his head. A small patch of blood marked the hairline above his temple where he had struck the side of the carriage.

      Ryl watched as he surveyed the ruin of the bridge while dabbing at the blood with the palm of his hand.

      “That was too close. Again,” the mercenary admitted.

      Ryl forced a smile. He was in complete agreement. In their haste, they had now destroyed both bridges leading to and from the small town of Serrate. Though he felt a twinge of remorse for the undue complications it would undoubtedly cause for the villagers that lived there, it would thankfully delay word of the events at the now destroyed processing facility.

      “Let's get them loaded back up and some food in all our bellies,” Andr suggested. “We've lost enough daylight. We have ground to make up.”

      The rest of the party jumped into action at his words, hastening to load the fallen tributes back into their mobile clinics. Once their charges were settled, rations delivered, and consumed with haste.

      According to Aldren, with the river behind them, the ill-used path would soon rejoin the busier thoroughfare. They'd maintain distance between the wagons while keeping a vigilant, watchful eye on their surroundings.

      The bulk of the black cloaks that Aldren had labored over were yet far from being complete. The merchant had focused on finishing the designs for the group that would accompany the black carriage from the river to Milstead.

      Though they were only to be separated by a matter of a mile, Ryl felt a sense of profound discomfort as they assumed their prescribed traveling parties. Ryl, Andr, Dav and Kaep were to accompany Aldren and his wagon in the lead. Ramm, Vox, Soldi and Nielix would travel under the guise of the Lei Guard with the black wagon.

      The two phrenics of the rear party, Ramm and Vox, slipped into the black cloaks newly created by Aldren. They would be driving the feared wagon; Soldi was to attend to the ailing tributes inside, while Nielix was responsible for the rear guard.

      Much responsibility had been placed on the shoulders of the talented Vigil. His complacency had been the cause of his failure in the forest only days earlier. His lax attitude had found him sleeping while the assassins had approached silently through the darkness. As a result, Deyalou, master swordsman, phrenic defender of Vim, had died.

      The hidden city of Vim had lost a valued piece of their phrenic army. The phrenics had lost a valued member of their beleaguered society. To their knowledge, only sixteen awakened phrenics remained alive to this day.

      In The Stocks, nearly three hundred and fifty tributes—phrenics—awaited freedom.

      Ryl would see them free.

      He would see them awakened.
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      The narrow road from the river continued uninterrupted through the thinning remnants of the forest. Though a chill had remained throughout the day, the warming rays of a full sun shone down from above. The pleasant song of birds filled the air.

      It was only a matter of miles before their small path from the forest met with the larger, more heavily traveled thoroughfare. The Bredth was a rough, dirt road that spanned the length of the Kingdom; from the southern shores of the Sea of Prosper to the frozen northern coast.

      In both directions, the way was clear of travelers. Far to the south, a small smudge of dust rising into the air announced the presence of another caravan. Without stopping, Aldren turned the wagon steadily to the south. From his side of the driver's seat, Ryl peered back along the forested path they'd just exited. The black wagon was just clearing the top of a small rise. He saw the hand of Ramm rise into the air, waving a subtle farewell.

      Though he knew the identity of those under the black cloaks, the site was still disconcerting. The cloaks in combination with his innate revulsion of the black wagon itself imparted a nauseating sensation. They'd wait before following. This would likely be the last he'd see of them until after dark, when they were due to reach the home of Aldren’s acquaintance near Milstead.

      Andr, who had been riding ahead of their wagon had waited at the intersection of the road. With a nod of his head, he led his horse into a canter, quickly advancing ahead of the party. Dav rode slowly, lengthening his gap to several hundred meters at their rear.

      Compared to the overgrown track they’d exited, the road before them looked well-traveled and considerably less rugged.

      Aldren knocked on the solid wall of the wagon behind his seat.

      “We’re joining with the main thoroughfare now, it’ll be far smoother from here on out,” he announced to Kaep, who remained inside, tending to the tributes and watching over Elias.

      “I'll be grateful for that,” came the muffled response from the phrenic archer.

      “How are they doing?” Ryl asked through the wood of the wagon.

      “No change I'm afraid,” Kaep's muffled voice announced from within. “They all remain still.” Her words brimmed with distress. Ryl felt the emotion roll over him as she made her feelings known discreetly.

      He closed his eyes, inhaling a deep breath, savoring the fresh, cool air. In his heart he harbored an acute concern about the fate of the tributes. There was no telling what their bodies had been forced to endure. Even if they could be nursed back to consciousness, rejuvenated physically, would their minds be salvageable? Could their sense of self be restored to its former glory?

      While the physical effects of their torture were plain to see, their mental anguish was occluded. Ryl feared that the full extent might never truly be known.

      The day passed quickly as they worked their way ever southward along the main road. Aldren remained with reins for much of the time. Both were quiet, seemingly lost in thought. Ryl knew that the merchant was concerned over the wellbeing of his son. Though they'd been spared an almost certain death at the hands of the spiteful heir to House Villais, Lord Relensier, he mourned the separation as his son rode to the seat of House Eligar in Cantros.

      The boy was strong, possessing a hardened will, and was well accustomed to travel. Young Cade had been on the road with his father for cycles. In a matter of six short days, Aldren would be released from his tasks assisting Ryl and his companions as far as the outskirts of Cadsae Proper. The merchant had been unexpectantly dragged into a plot that would amount to certain treason. A merciful death was the best he could hope for in the event their plans fell apart.

      Aldren would not accompany them as they stormed The Stocks. He would likely make haste to Cantros in search of his son. Ryl was sure that he’d find a welcome home under the wing of House Eligar.

      Ryl was respectful of the merchant’s remorse. He was all too familiar with loss. He'd mourned far more separations, even at his young age, than many would endure their entire life. On an annual basis he had been forced to grieve the loss of his friends that were stolen from The Stocks during their predetermined Harvest.

      He now knew the horrifying truth of their fates. The torturous existences that they would go on to lead were unconscionable. They were treated as fodder. Strapped to boards, they were milked of their blood. Slowly enough that the process would extend over cycles, every last drop of their blood was stolen from their veins. Every trace of alexen harvested. Were all converted to Lei Guard as was the case with Elias?

      The anger swelled within his body. His blood heated as it scorched a path through his veins. The Lei Guard that had attacked him had for cycles been like him. They’d likely lived together, and toiled side by side as they plodded their way through a miserable existence. Ryl, in part, understood the purpose of the additional markings he’d received during his awakening. The burning sun tattooed over the crook of his elbow; the impenetrable darkness that covered the remainder of his left arm—their purposes had vexed him since their application. Just as the light of the sun pushed against the darkened markings, the power, the blinding orb of pure energy that had flowed from his arm had vanquished the blackness of the nexela. His body contained the light to banish the darkness that gripped their souls.

      The miles passed as did the landscape. The rolling hills and small forests continued onward to the east. To their west, the mountains drifted away into the distance. Every so often as the wagon crested a hill the view of the eastern palisade would dominate the horizon. Its grey stone top was marked by evenly spaced guard towers as it stretched out of sight to the south.

      The road had been thankfully absent of travelers throughout the day. The small smudge of dust rising from the south as they had entered the main thoroughfare earlier that day had disappeared from sight—likely traveling away from them. Dav had arrived on several occasions bringing word from the others. All was well with their companions manning the black wagon that followed a mile to their rear.

      The sun had begun its descent toward the horizon as Aldren pulled the wagon to a stop alongside the bank of a narrow, nearly waterless, stream. The earth at the crossing was parched, having cracked from long hours of baking in the sun. A short distance beyond the crossing, the road turned slightly to the west as it rounded a narrow copse of trees. They would halt briefly to water the horses in the small pools that remained before carrying on toward Milstead.

      The merchant assured them that they had made up ground after the sluggish start. Though there were still many miles to go, he was certain they’d reach Geshill's farm on the outskirts of Milstead as they had intended, shortly after the coming of dark.

      Ryl easily alighted from his seat on the wagon, stretching as his feet hit the solid ground below. Though he stood still, the ground around felt as if it continued moving past him. A product of the hours spent at the head of a traveling wagon. He made his way back toward the rear, intent on relieving Kaep from her duty watching their charges inside the carriage’s cramped confines.

      From the south, the rapid thunder of approaching hoofbeats gave him pause. He whipped his head around in the direction of the road. Without thinking, his hands instinctively drew his hood up over his head before scanning the surroundings for any sign of the Lei Guard. The picture his mindsight painted was thankfully clear.

      Andr rounded the bend several hundred meters to the south, his horse at full gallop. Moments later he reined his beast in, sliding off the mount before it had fully stopped.

      “It’s a group of five riders. Approaching fast,” Andr announced as he tied his horse off to a small tree growing along the side of the road. “They wear no uniform that I recognize, yet they’re heavily armed.”

      “Mercenaries, no doubt,” Aldren hissed.

      Andr showed no emotion at the negative tone in his voice. His chosen profession before losing his son to the Ascertaining testing wasn’t always on the proper side of morality. Ryl knew that Andr had existed in that grey area, flirting the line between right and wrong for more cycles than he cared to remember. Though his moral compass likely convinced him that he’d chosen the jobs that aired on the side of what was right, the fine line on which he balanced was oftentimes a matter of perspective.

      “Ryl, keep your hood up and neck covered. Move to the other side of the wagon,” the mercenary ordered. “Kaep, have your bow ready.”

      Ryl nodded his head as the muffled confirmation sounded from within.

      “Do you expect trouble?” Ryl questioned as he circled around the front of the wagon. “Could word have traveled from Serrate this quickly?”

      “I don’t expect they come with any knowledge of what happened in Serrate,” Andr responded. “It is possible some could have slipped from the village while we were at the facility. With the attitude of the villagers toward the Lei Guard and soldiers, I’d be surprised if word of the defection didn’t reach our ears before we departed.”

      Andr took his place between the wagon and the road. His hand fell to the pommel of his sword.

      “There’s no telling who they are,” he continued. “They ride with purpose. We’ll soon know.”

      Ryl paused alongside the wagon, lurking in the heavy shadow created by the angle of the setting sun. He pulled his hood down low while stretching his collar up as high as it could go. His face was shrouded in shadow, yet the worry lingered. The brands on his neck would be visible upon any close inspection.

      All knew the marks of a tribute.

      The steady thrum of hoofbeats in the distance drew closer.

      His eyes had been opened to the growing percentage of the population who were opposed to the Ascertaining and the dreadful realities that accompanied it. While few adamantly opposed it, he was certain others made it a policy to hold their tongues. Assuredly, to those with similar sentiment, the vicious murders of the opposition’s vocal supporters, Lord Felloc and his family, lingered still in their minds.

      The cadence of the horses intensified. Apprehension heightened his senses. The sound rumbled like thunder in his ears. The force of the hooves on the ground shook the earth as they approached.

      The first of the riders raced around the corner of the road on the opposite side of the dried bed of the stream. Moments later, four others rushed after the lead rider. They were dressed similarly, though none wore a standard uniform per se. He could see the tops of shields stretching above several of their backs. The others wore quivers that bristled with arrows. All carried two swords, one strapped to either hip.

      The riders slowed as they noted the wagon stopped in the grasses along the side of the road. Their pace was nothing more than a walk as they reached the stream. The riders fanned out into a line, stopping a half dozen meters to their front.

      “Who owns this wagon?” the lead rider, who’d taken his position in the center of the line barked. Ryl noted the hands of the others hovering close to their swords.

      The armed newcomers were dressed in a varied assortment of road weathered gear. Their plain tunics held no visible insignia or colors of any house. Thick, unadorned yet well-made leather armor covered their chests and backs, wrapping up over their shoulders. All were marred with slashes and gouges giving subtle clues to the lives they’ve led.

      Their clothes and armor were undecorated. The glimpses he saw of their weapons showed simple yet effective designs. The saddles of their mounts were made for comfort, yet contained no extraneous design to make them stand out. Nothing in the whole of their gear distinguished it from average utilitarian equipment.

      Something about their appearances was off. The men that sat mounted before them had less the look of those who lacked the means to attaining gear of higher quality. Rather, their bland guises imparted a premeditated design. One chosen intentionally  to remain as unremarkable as possible. The entirety of their character had the feeling of a conscious, well thought out anonymity.

      The looks on their faces, however, portrayed an altogether different feeling.

      Their perceptive visages were locked in scrutinizing scowls. Their eyes lingered on the faces of Aldren and Andr before traveling to his. Though he knew their penetrating glare would never pierce the darkness of his hooded face, the feeling of intense inspection was unsettling.

      These men were looking for something.

      Or someone.

      Ryl felt his palm start to sweat at the thought. He felt the call of his blood as it began heating in his veins.

      “Don’t make me repeat myself again. Who owns this wagon?” The lead rider pushed his horse forward a step. With his right hand he withdrew the sword on his left hip from its sheath far enough for the blade to glisten in the sunlight.

      “It is mine, good sir,” Aldren announced. He could see the merchant straining to appear as confident as possible. Ryl could feel the anxiety that poured off him.

      “I’ll have your name,” the rider growled.

      “My name is Radliff, sir,” Aldren replied after a moment's pause. “And to what do we owe the pleasure of this visit this fine afternoon?”

      The sting in Aldren’s voice surprised Ryl, though the riders seemed unfazed by the remark.

      “Have you passed any others on the road?” The man hissed.

      “No, sir,” Aldren responded plainly. “The road has been clear all day.”

      The lead rider studied the merchant for a moment. His skeptical eyes bored into him as he delved for answers. Ryl could see his jaws clench and relax. The look of suspicion was apparent.

      “Is that so?” The rider asked as he jumped down from his mount. The others dismounted in turn. The sound of their heavy boots striking the ground echoed through the still of the afternoon. The action was accompanied by their hands falling to the handles of their blades. Aldren’s horses stomped their feet in agitation.

      Andr’s fist closed around his blade as well, yet the mercenary stood resolute. His demeanor screamed defiance, yet his body was still and calm.

      “What’s in the wagon, Radliff?” Their inquisitor continued. There was no denying the disbelief and suspicion as the man uttered his name. It rolled off his lips like a curse.

      “I’m a merchant, sir,” Aldren responded. Ryl could tell his nerves were fraying under the weight of the inquisitive eyes that rested on him. “I’m bound for Leremont.”

      The rider’s eyes squinted slightly as he stared into Aldren’s. To his credit, the merchant maintained eye contact with the aggressor.

      The man paced to the left as he walked along the line of his companions, his eyes trained on Andr. At the end of the line, he reversed his direction, walking back in the way he’d come. His questioning glare now trained on Ryl.

      “It’s an interesting company you keep,” the man spat as he came to a stop. His head swiveled, pausing for a moment as he regarded Ryl’s companions. The tension in the air thickened.

      “I’ll need to see your wares, merchant,” he hissed his command as his eyes again fell on Aldren.

      “You’ll do nothing of the sort,” the merchant stated emphatically as he puffed out his chest. “I keep this company to sway the hands of bandits and thieves like you. You have no right.”

      To his credit, Aldren struck an imposing figure. Andr’s hand flexed around the hilt of his sword. Out of the corner of his eye, Ryl noted the slight shift in the back of the carriage. The movement was accompanied by the unfettered feeling of anger that surged over him. Kaep no doubt crept ever closer to the rear of the wagon, arrow nocked and bow at the ready. Her emotion was unchecked, yet her attack pacified by temporary restraint.

      Ryl closed his eyes for a long moment as the silence descended on the area. His deep, steadying breath temporarily satiated the swell that was rising within him.

      The lead rider’s questioning glare turned venomous at the affront. His poorly veiled civility was swept away by the light breeze that meandered through the trees.

      “You misunderstand me. I was not asking for permission,” the man cursed as he slowly pulled his blade from its sheath. The four riders at his back followed suit. The high-pitched trill as their swords cleared their sheaths rang out through the quiet afternoon. Andr merely shifted his pose slightly, his left foot sliding slightly behind his right.

      “It was a command, merchant,” the rider growled, his voice rising to a shout. “We do carry the right and it has been signed by King Lunek III himself.”

      The lead rider reached into his tunic with his left hand, removing a folded and weathered parchment. He held the paper in front of his body, shaking it gently, letting it unfurl. At the distance, Ryl could read nothing of the script scratched onto the paper’s surface. The telltale mark of the King, the embossed crown and serpent, however, was clear on the lower right-hand corner of the page.

      Andr took a measured step forward, his hand reached out toward the rider, intent on validating the document. The man quickly folded the paper, tucking it back into his tunic before any attempt could be made to authenticate it. Ryl focused quickly sending out a focused feeling of calm toward the speaker. The tension in the air had grown stifling. The mood in the area was tenuous. Ryl guessed it would take nothing more than an ill-timed blink to lead to bloodshed. The agitated rider rolled his shoulders back, stretching out his neck. His grip, however tightened on his blade.

      Ryl let his left-hand slide behind his back. The feeling of his fingers closing around the wooden handle of the Leaves was invigorating. He readied himself to call on the power that coursed through his veins. The call to be set free was enticing. No blood needed to be spilled, yet he would not allow his friends to be harmed.

      “In truth, it’s not your wares I care about,” the rider said flashing a wicked smile. His anger, at least for the moment seemed temporarily satiated. “Your wares are no concern to us. You see, it is not a ‘what’ we are seeking but a ‘who’ we are seeking.”

      The truth dawned on Ryl with an unimaginable weight. The suspicions he’d harbored were confirmed in an instant. These were no simple mercenaries that stood before him but something altogether viler.

      Hunters.

      Standing before him were the hunters of children. The seekers of wayward tributes and the butchers of families.

      “Now, I’ll see your wares whether you choose to comply, or not,” the rider scoffed. “Know that your failure to cooperate will likely result in your deaths. Deaths that will be fully sanctioned by the King under the articles of the Ascertaining Decree.”

      Aldren gasped at the unveiled threat of hostility.

      “We seek a man and a young girl,” the man stated plainly with no regard for the words that spewed from his mouth. He paced slowly along the line of his fellow hunters as he continued. “They chose to run when the law commanded them to stay. They are outlaws. They were last seen heading north past Milstead. Now I’ll ask again, and if you value your lives, you’ll take care to choose your words wisely. Have you encountered any others in your travels?”

      “No, we’ve seen no one,” Aldren gasped.

      “The girl would be about this tall,” the rider continued disregarding Aldren’s words in their entirety. He held his left hand out to the side, his palm facing down just above his waist. “Her hair is blonde and curly. Her eyes are an unforgettable shade of blue.”

      Ryl felt sickened by the description. The hunter described the child like he’d ask for a piece of fruit at the market.

      “The father is tall and of slim build,” he said. “He has tattoos on his right arm. Come to think of it, he stands about your height if I recall.”

      The lead hunter stopped at the end of the line of companions. From where he paused, he was less than three meters from Ryl. The point of his sword, extended toward the phrenic's chest, covered nearly a third of that distance.

      “Now it’s his eyes I’ve been told that give his true identity away,” the hunter continued. “They’re almost as blue as his tainted offspring.”

      Tainted.

      In the list of insults and hatred that spewed from the mouth of the hunter, it was that one word that truly pushed Ryl to the point of breaking. They were mercilessly stalking the young girl as a fugitive. Any who assisted in her plight would likely be cut down in the process. The child, like all tributes, was innocent of the burden that had been unknowingly placed upon their shoulders. If the child was a fugitive, then she was not alone.

      There was yet another roaming free in the Kingdom of Damaris.

      The thought was simultaneously encouraging and revolting. Ryl found his patience was quickly running thin.

      He took a deep breath, steadying himself for the actions he assumed to be imminent.

      “Show me your face and writ of absolution, now,” the rider ordered.

      He glared at Ryl as the moments ticked by. There would be no writ produced. The simple parchment was always required to be carried on your person. The certified document proved that no trace of alexen was present in your blood. The writ had been denied to Ryl the moment his Ascertaining testing results were known.

      “Are you deaf, or do you wish to die?” the hunter screamed. “You dare defy the King?”

      “You are not the King,” Ryl whispered. His voice was hushed yet the power behind his words struck with a resounding force. “Without authentication your paper is worthless.”

      The hunter inhaled a deep breath, the air made a hissing sound as it escaped through the gaps on his clenched teeth. Ryl watched his face flush red as the blood rushed to it. His eyes bulged. He looked wild with anger.

      To his side, from inside the wagon, Ryl heard the barely audible quiet creak of a bow string being drawn back. It was the other noise, growing steadily from the north, however, that stopped the hunter in his tracks.

      Ryl knew what was approaching.

      It was the rider maintaining his position in the farthest west position of the line who reacted first. Ryl saw his eyes grow wide as the realization set in. There was no mistaking the wagon that closed steadily on them from the north.

      The black cloaks of the two riding at its head billowed out behind them like ominous shadows in the wind.

      Ryl concentrated on the riders before him, sending out a wave of raw emotion. He poured out an intense fear that broke over them like a tidal wave on the shore. Several of the hunters in the line behind took an involuntary step back.

      “Joem. It’s the Lei Guard,” the voice came from the rear line. It was shaky, devoid of the slightest shred of confidence.

      The lead hunter maintained his glare for a moment longer. He broke off the measured stare as he growled and spat at Ryl's feet.

      “Leave them,” he cursed as he backed toward his accomplices who were already making for their horses. “I assure you, the Lei Guard will not be as forgiving as I.”

      Joem took a step backward before wheeling about and hastening to their horses that had been allowed to wander after they’d dismounted.

      The first of the four riders was approaching the roaming beasts. Ryl let the wind swell around his right arm. He felt the alexen pulling at the air, rapidly drawing the power toward his hand. With a quick flick of his arm, he sent a focused stream of wind into the face of the closest of the waiting horses.

      The gust struck the anxious animal in the face. Spooked by the sudden attack, the horse neighed in protest as it reared back on its hind legs. Its front legs kicked wildly. There was a sickening sound of snapping of bone as its hoof connected with the shoulder of the closest hunter. The man screamed in pain as he collapsed to the ground. Two of his companions dragged him to safety as the hooves of the horse pummeled the earth around him. The other rider grabbed the reins attempting to calm the startled mount.

      “Get him up,” Joem called. “We leave now.”

      Ryl and his companions watched as the riders helped their wounded companion into the saddle. With a final glare, they wheeled around, urging their horses into a gallop. It was only a matter of moments before they’d disappeared around the bend in the distance.

      From behind, the sound of the approaching wagon grew steadily.

      Ryl released his hold on the Leaves with his left hand, folding his arms across his chest.

      Andr cocked his head slightly as he looked over in his direction. With a muted chuckle, the mercenary released the grip on his weapon.

      From under the shadow of his hood, the wicked grin on Ryl’s face was painfully visible.
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      The cloud of dust had yet to settle in the wake of the rapid retreat of the hunters as Ryl and his companions resumed their trek. It had been agreed upon that there would be no direct contact between wagons on the road barring a dire emergency. The approach of the black wagon visibly slowed as the hasty exit of the unknown riders was noted.

      Andr quickly collected his horse, mounting it in one fluid stride. He angled the mount back toward the wagon, his voice was quiet yet serious.

      “Stay alert,” he warned. “I’d be surprised if they doubled back with the appearance of the Lei Guard and the injury to their companion, yet I’d put nothing past them. Their thirst for blood has few equals. Dav, stay within sight.”

      The Vigil nodded as he mounted his horse. Without another word Andr turned, spurring his horse ahead. He crossed over the dried bed of the stream, slowing when he reached the bend in the road.

      Up until this point, his patrols had frequently taken him well out of sight as he scouted the road and terrain ahead. Ryl doubted if the seasoned mercenary would sever his visual connection with the wagon during the remainder of their trip. With the suspicious eyes of hunters in the area, extra caution was required. Though his watch was thorough, he knew Andr would devote extra attention seeking evidence of the fleeing father and his daughter.

      Ryl rounded the rear of the wagon, pausing as his hand reached for the back flap. He focused, sending a feeling of calm over the phrenic inside. There was muted chuckle from within before the flap opened abruptly into his face. Kaep held the fabric door open, greeting Ryl with a smile.

      He hopped easily into the rear of the wagon. For a moment their bodies brushed together as he squeezed past her. The magnetic sensation was there, yet he’d not been fully prepared for the strength of it. With effort, he forced himself past, sitting down before the first of the tributes. He thought he saw the hint of surprise flash across her face, yet he couldn’t be certain.

      “I admire your restraint, Ryl,” Kaep said quietly as she made to exit. “I can’t say I wouldn't have buried an arrow in each and every one of them.”

      In truth, he was a matter of moments away from ending their lives by himself. If not for the timely appearance of the black wagon, the Leaves would have surely come to life. Through actions that were largely out of his control Ryl had been thrust into situations where taking the life of another had become a necessity.

      Submaster Osir whose torture and abuse had reigned unchecked.

      The assassins at Tabenville who had sought his blood on the path through the Erlyn.

      Master Delsith and his henchman who’d attempted to defile Sarial, nearly robbing her of life in the process.

      With every situation, the horror of the aftermath had survived to haunt his thoughts.

      Ryl recalled with nauseating clarity the instant the final spark of life extinguished from their eyes. Their deaths were a direct result of their abhorrent actions. Ryl had played the parts of judge and executioner. He’d felt a definitive satisfaction that they could no longer harm another living soul, yet he was repulsed by his actions.

      He’d suffer the internal torment to prevent them from destroying the lives of others.

      “I was only a breath away from doing the same,” Ryl admitted quietly.

      His eyes quickly catalogued the interior of the wagon. All of the tributes remained as they had when he’d last seen them. He noted the slow rise and fall of their chests. His eyes lingered when they reached the shadow of his friend. Elias’ face was turned to the side, facing the back of the wagon. His cheek rested on the wooden litter below him. His rest looked peaceful. Ryl felt his insides twist with doubt and regret. What would remain of his friend?

      “Please keep your senses open for the signs of a tribute as we travel onward,” Ryl said. “If luck is on our side, we can find them before the hunters do.”

      Kaep locked her eyes with his. Their gaze held for what felt like an eternity. He couldn’t tell if she was studying him or searching for more answers.

      “You’ll not stop until you’ve saved them all, will you?” she asked, breaking the silence.

      “Not if I can help it,” he responded without pause.

      The corners of her lips turned up into a small smile.

      “And I’ll be by your side until the end,” she whispered.

      Kaep let the curtain fall as her voice stopped.

      Ryl tracked the quiet crunch of her shoes on the loose soil of the road with his eyes. Moments later, Aldren gave the command to move. He was prepared for the gentle lurch forward, bracing himself with a hand on the side of the wagon.

      His head remained down, arm against the wall as the wagon shook as it crossed over the uneven stream bed. He surveyed the surroundings with his mindsight, desperately seeking for any sign of the wayward child and her father. Outside the wagon, he saw the lingering trace of Ramm and Vox at the extent of his vision to the north. Kaep was seated several meters to the south. The surrounding landscape revealed no evidence of alexen. His thoughts sparked a memory, and the words of Da’agryn rang in his ears.

      They would find their way to you.

      The mysterious phrenic had spoken of a connection between phrenics. He'd described the pull between the alexen that drew those with the compound together. Da'agryn had warned that Ryl, with his active alexen, would draw others to him from far and wide.

      Ryl inhaled a deep breath, closing his eyes, willing the statement true. The child and her father could be anywhere. He pleaded that fate allow for their paths to cross. As he exhaled, he scanned again, confirming that which he already knew. There were no additional signatures outside of the wagon. He paused as his mind took note of the signatures of the tributes beside him. All still glowed with a weak, pale light. Given time, would their alexen return to its previous state, or would this be their new norm were they to awaken?

      His eyes opened suddenly as his mind understood the information presented to him. Inside the wagon, six signatures now lay unmoving in a row. The furthest to the rear of the wagon was the dullest of them all; the glow was barely perceptible.

      He turned his body to the side, peering into the dim light. Ryl let out an audible gasp. His heart skipped a beat in his chest.

      Elias’ head had turned from before. His face was pointed toward Ryl and the exit.

      His eyes were open. There was a  slight glimmer of a wry smile on his lips.

      “Ryl,” his voice was ragged, barely a whisper. “Is that you?”
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      Ryl nearly fell as he hurdled the prone tributes between he and Elias. He stumbled to his friend’s side in moments. The moisture began welling up uncontrollably in his eyes.

      “I’m here, Elias,” was all his feeble voice could muster. He choked back the tears that threatened to stream from his eyes.

      “You’ve grown since I last saw you,” the weak, airy voice of his friend replied. “It’s good to see you again.”

      In the nearly two cycles since Elias’ Harvest Ryl grown considerably. Gone was nearly any semblance of innocence in his frame.

      In Ryl’s time in the hidden city of Vim, he’d developed far beyond others his age. As a child growing up in the toxic environment that was The Stocks, he was forced to mature well before his time. Though barely just a shell of man at his arrival in Vim, his growth had accelerated exponentially with his recovery. With the addition of adequate nutrition, his frame had filled out.

      Ryl had always maintained a well-muscled, athletic physique as a result of the toils of manual labor. Gone now was the emaciated youth that had been freed from The Stocks. His body was still lean from exercise and constant training, yet it was muscles that shone through his clothes now, not bone.

      His maturation was far more than purely physical. As a product of his awakening, age ceased to matter to him. While he acknowledged that his birth was roughly eighteen cycles past, his age seemed inconsequential. He was now the accumulation of experiences of thousands of phrenics. He’d lived out countless cycles in their stead.

      “Where are we?” Elias mumbled.

      “It’s good to see you too. You’re safe, Elias,” Ryl admitted. “You’re with friends.”

      Elias’ gaze drifted past Ryl to the tributes laying on the litters stretched across the wagon. Hs eyes widened as he viewed the scene before him.

      “What happened to them?” he croaked.

      Ryl turned his vision back to the tributes for a moment before returning to his friend. Had he no recollection of what had happened?

      “Do you not remember?” Ryl asked delicately. “Elias, do you recall anything that’s happened to you since the Harvest?”

      Elias moved his head with effort, turning his gaze from his side to the ceiling of the wagon above. Ryl watched as his eyes darted back and forth, making short rapid movements, seemingly lost in thought. There was a pause as his gaze roamed the interior of the wagon. A tear rolled from his eye.

      “I feel like my memories are confined to still images of the time since I left The Stocks,” Elias whispered. “I remember seeing the city for the first time after so long. I remember the darkness and stench of the wagon. Then the pain. Never-ending pain.”

      His voice cracked as the emotion overtook him.

      "There was a blackness that covered everything," he continued after a long pause. "I remember blood. Enough blood that it rained down from above, coating everything in crimson. What have I done, Ryl?”

      As he spoke, the water in his eyes swelled until it could no longer be contained. What had started as a single drop, quickly progressed into a stream that ran down his face. His body wracked with sobs of anguish. Ryl noted the hint of black that stained his cheek as the tears left their trails on his skin. He placed his hands on his friend, concentrating on sending a wave of calm over his body.

      “I feel empty,” Elias gasped, his voice growing weaker and more staggered between the sobs and tears.

      “I feel cold. I feel anger. I feel hatred,” he whispered. “It’s as if a part of me had been removed and replaced with something vile. What happened to me?”

      He looked up at Ryl. His expression was wrought with a haunting mixture of confusion, sorrow and fear. He struggled to maintain focus. His eyes fluttered then closed as he faded from consciousness.

      Ryl couldn’t answer his friend. The words stopped in his mouth. What had Elias done? What had he done? He focused on sending another wave of calm over his friend. His choking breaths between sobs quickly settled into a slow and steady rhythm. Ryl’s head dropped down, resting on his friend's chest, and tears began to stream from his eyes in a torrent that seemed never-ending.

      Elias.

      His friend. His brother.

      It was a comfort to know that at least somewhere within, a piece of the person he once knew remained intact.

      Ryl felt the distinct absence of the tingling sensation in his left arm. He was convinced that the taint of the nexela had been fully removed. Yet now it was for the mind of his friend that he feared.

      How long Ryl remained with his head on his friend's chest he was unsure. The regular rise and fall of his Elias’ breathing was a comfort to Ryl’s churning mind. He struggled to focus through the deluge of thoughts running rampant in his head. He forced himself to continue his regimented scanning of the surrounding area though his ambling mind was constant. There were no signs of any alexen from without.

      Drawing himself away from the shell of his friend, Ryl had set about tending to the tributes that remained unconscious in the wagon. Of all, Elias had been the only one to show any sign of waking, even though their conversation had been brief. He’d just finished spoon feeding the thin broth to the last of their charges when the wagon ground to a slow halt. Ryl felt the shift in weight as both Aldren and Kaep climbed down from their perches at the front.

      Moments later the flap at the back of the wagon opened revealing the darkened sky beyond. The flickering light of a torch illuminated the faces of both the merchant and the phrenic.

      “We'll stop here for a spell while the others catch up,” Aldren announced. “Any change in their condition?”

      Ryl took a deep breath before responding. He caught Kaep's eyes briefly, she flashed a sympathetic smile. Was his dejection that apparent to her?

      “Aye, Elias woke for a moment,” he spoke quietly. He focused on sounding as positive as possible. He saw the merchant’s eyes light up at the confirmation.

      “That is a positive sign,” Aldren interrupted politely.

      “That it is,” Ryl confirmed. “Though to be honest, I fear for his mind. His thoughts were jumbled. Disconnected. It was encouraging to see a glimpse of his true self again.”

      Ryl hopped down from the wagon. His legs were sore from maintaining his hunched position in the cramped interior. He leaned forward, gently massaging his thighs. Aldren placed his hand gently on his back.

      “Have hope, my friend,” the merchant advised. “Their road to recovery is surely long, but you've done more in the short time that I've known you than most have in myths. You’ve pulled them from an impossible life. If there is a way to return them to a sense of normalcy, I have no doubt that you'll see it done.”

      The statement was empowering. His morose thoughts had overtaken the one dogged feeling that had powered him through the cycles.

      Hope.

      He felt the familiar fire burning in his veins. Ryl accepted the destiny that his life had been unwillingly forced into.

      The tributes.

      The Lei Guard.

      Could he set them all free?

      Parents forced into the decision of selling their child or fleeing for their lives.

      Could he effect the end of the age’s old doctrine?

      The weight of destiny was heavy on his shoulders. The Stocks would fall first.

      After that, if he had to raze every production facility in the land, he would do so.

      The quiet clop of horseshoes on the hard-packed earthen road grew from both sides. Ryl surveyed the area with his eyes then his mindsight. There was no sign of any alexen other than his phrenic companions and the tributes within the range of his vision.

      The sky above was clouded, the dimly glowing orb of the moon diffused through the layer of wispy clouds hanging overhead. They'd stopped in a wide turn off that separated from the main road. Short, leafy trees lined both sides of narrow path, providing partial cover should wandering eyes still travel the road. Andr appeared through the darkness from the west, and shortly after Dav materialized from the east.

      “The rest will be here shortly,” Dav stated quietly. “I waited for them at the intersection. The road has been free of incident for them.”

      Ryl was unsurprised by the comment. There was little reason for any to interfere with the Lei Guard as they traveled. The black carriage was a clear giveaway as to their purpose. Even if there were those who knew not the black riders at the head of the wagon, their ominous look was sure to give pause and a wide berth.

      “We'll wait for the others and then make for the farm,” Andr announced as he slipped from his horse.

      “Aye. The hour isn't yet too late, and the road remaining is short.” Aldren chimed in. “I doubt Geshill will refuse us assistance. If he does, it won’t take a king’s ransom to buy his silence.”

      Ryl felt a lingering worry at the comment from the merchant. Aldren was adamant that his associate’s vehement hatred of the system that had stolen his sister from him could not be diminished. Would he set his feelings aside if enough gold was thrown his way? If they needed to buy their way in, could they just as easily be sold out? The look on his face must have given away his anxious contemplation, even in the dim light of their lanterns.

      “Your face can be easy to read when not covered by a hood, my young friend,” Aldren admitted with a smile. “He’d rather die than sell out to anyone connected with the Kingdom or guards. Your companions and your secrets will be safe with him.”

      “My apologies for doubting, Aldren,” Ryl confessed. “By and large, my experiences with Damaris and the population have been colored by hatred and far from positive. I’ve seen firsthand the worst depravity that humanity has to offer. Only recently have my eyes been opened to see the good that still exists in the Kingdom.”

      “There is no need for you to apologize, Ryl,” the merchant lamented. “Perhaps much more has changed outside the walls while you’ve been locked away?”

      “Perhaps. I can only hope your words are true,” Ryl said. “How far are we from Geshill’s and Milstead now?

      Aldren put his hand on Ryl’s shoulder giving it a healthy, fatherly squeeze.

      “It’s less than ten miles to the heart of Milstead. Geshill’s is less than half that,” he replied. “Come, there is an overlook just through these trees. See for yourself.”

      The merchant turned quickly, leading the way from the wagon for a short distance before turning left and entering a small trail through the trees.  Ryl and Andr followed closely in his wake. Kaep leaned against the back frame of the carriage as they departed, maintaining a vigilant watch over Elias and the tributes. Dav remained as the lone sentry, patrolling the quiet offshoot for the approach of their companions or any others.

      The narrow, rocky path wound its way through the forest before abruptly ending on the head of a large flat stone. The road they’d traveled ran across the top of a long ridgeline. The land in front of them sloped downward for perhaps thirty meters before continuing in rolling hills and patches of forests.

      “The lights you see to the west are that of Milstead,” Aldren explained as he pointed his hand outward to their right. Though it was well after dark, the village that spread out in the distance looked far larger than Serrate. The streets leading into the settlement were lit by evenly spaced torches. From this distance, their flickering beacons betrayed very few details through the darkness. The main square however, was brightly illuminated by the steady light of multiple lanterns.

      “That large building you see there,” Aldren continued. “That’s Milstead’s pride and joy. The distillery. Some of the highest priced spirits in all the Kingdom come from that building. Strangely enough, there’s very little farmland around here. If the rumors are correct, I have a feeling you may have been personally responsible for growing a fair share of the grain they use.”

      Ryl nodded his head but said nothing. Sub-master Millis had confirmed the fact when they’d shared a bottle of potent liquor. He could still feel the heat of the liquid as it coated his throat, spreading its warmth throughout his body once it reached his stomach.

      The memory was mildly cathartic. He’d valued the short yet meaningful bond he’d created with the sub-master and captain.

      His thoughts turned to Millis and to Captain Le’Dral. He intended to put on a show the likes of which the Harvest had never seen. He aimed for it to be a fitting finale to the ceremony’s existence. Yet, what would they do when he arrived?

      Would they stand in his way? Would they lead their troops into battle or would they cede The Stocks without a fight?

      Ryl quickly returned his wandering mind back to the present. There were no simple answers to his questions. Though in his mind it was merely a matter of right from wrong, he understood that for others there was no cut and dry solution. The decision he’d soon be asking them to make would have wide reaching implications. They bore the potential to affect the course of a Kingdom. Their lives, their family’s lives, could hang in the balance of their actions.

      Aldren continued his description, breaking him from his momentary thoughts.

      “That small grouping of lights directly in front of us, those are the lights of Geshill’s farm,” the merchant pointed out. “In the distance, those pinpoints of light on the horizon … those are the eastern Palisades.”

      Ryl rapidly catalogued the sights before him. He closed his eyes, searching the surroundings again with his mindsight. All was still to his front. Behind them, he noted the faint appearance of two additional signatures.

      “Thank you, Aldren,” he said genuinely. “Let’s head back, the second wagon draws near.”

      Aldren gave him a curious look as if wondering how he’d known of their imminent arrival. The night was still quiet, no noise of the wagon or the horses had yet reached their ears. In the end, the merchant just shrugged his shoulders, leading the way with his lantern held out in front of him.

      As they reached the road, the sound of the approaching companions met their ears. The even cadence of the horses’ gait grew steadily as they hastened back to their wagon. The lantern suspended from the front of the black wagon swung slowly in the darkness. The ominous black figures of Ramm and Vox were illuminated by a swaying halo of light.

      The wagon pulled to a stop to the rear of Aldren’s. Ramm and Vox eagerly swung down from the head, stretching as they hit the ground. It had been a long day of travel for all, and they were yet to finish. It was only a matter of moments later that Dav and Nielix approached from the darkened road behind them. Soldi hopped down from the back of the wagon, walking stiffly as he followed the phrenics to the rest of their group.

      “Welcome, friends,” Aldren announced as they met alongside his wagon. “Our day’s journey is almost done.”

      Vox muttered something unintelligible under his breath as the merchant continued.

      “We make for Geshill’s farm,” he reiterated. “Once you join with the main road, it’s only a mile or so before you reach the turnoff to the left that will lead you to his doorstep.”

      “We’ll maintain the same groups. Hold your position out of sight until our welcome has been assured. Dav will return for you when it’s safe,” Andr dictated. “It shouldn’t be long now.”

      “Aye,” Ramm grumbled. “What of the riders you met on the road?”

      “Hunters,” Ryl spat. “They stalk a girl and her father. They fled your arrival. One was injured, but they hunt for a living. They’ll not rest if they think their prey  moves under the cover of darkness.”

      “Injured, you say?” Vox added with a smile. “How’d that happen?”

      Ryl responded with a crooked grin and a slight shake of his head.

      “Stay alert,” Ryl warned. “For hunters, and the runaways.”

      “Aye, Ryl,” Ramm responded.

      “Let us make haste,” Aldren said anxiously. “I long for a warm meal and a comfortable seat.”

      The group quickly bade their farewells after their brief reunion. Ryl, as he was sure they all did, shared the same sentiment as the merchant. A warm meal and a night spent out of the confines of the wagon was a welcomed proposition.

      Ryl rode next to Aldren as they spurred the wagon forward. Andr led the caravan until they reached the turnoff that would lead them to Geshill’s door. He waited, alert at the intersection, nodding silently as they passed. He would resume his vigilant watch at their rear with Dav. The pair would remain unseen, yet within sight of the wagon as Aldren made his introductions and pled for his friend’s assistance.

      The track that led from the main road was rough. Its surface was well traveled yet lacked the smoothed contours of the main road they’d just exited. After leaving the seclusion of the tree lined ridge, the woods around them grew sparse. Tall, wild grasses swayed in the breeze to either side, and short shrubs dotted the landscape. Ryl’s attention was focused on their surroundings. There was still ample cover should the hunters, or bandits, be lying in wait.

      He studied the surroundings with all his senses, thankfully finding nothing out of the ordinary.

      It wasn't long before the natural grassy boundaries on either side of the narrow road were replaced by ones of stone and wood. The enticing lights from the farm flickered in the distance, drawing the road weary travelers onward. The scattered bleating of sheep echoed through the night.

      Ryl pulled his hood up over his head. The brands on his neck, though he'd accepted their appearance, were sure to cause undue reaction in Damaris.

      Fenced off fields spread out on either side of the road, stretching off into the black of the night. Ahead of them, the houses of Geshill's farm grew steadily closer.

      The farmhouse was a wide, single story building. A long, covered porch wrapped around the front and side. Small lanterns were hung from either side of what appeared to be the main door. Ryl could see light spilling out from the shuttered windows along the front of the building, though he saw no note of movement from within.

      To the left of the house, a large barn connected with the fence of the closest pasture. A grand set of sliding doors dominated the front of the stable. A pair of empty wagons rested alongside the fence beside the massive doors.

      “This property seems immense,” Ryl broke the silence of their travel. “Does Geshill live here alone?”

      “Aye, Ryl. That he does,” the merchant replied. “His wife's long since deceased and his children are full grown. He has two daughters, the youngest of which was married last cycle. Both work as seamstresses in Milstead last I heard. He brings in hired labor from the town, but they don't reside here on his property. He'll hire an army when it comes time to shear the sheep, but that won't happen for moons.”

      They exited the confines of the path into a wide clearing that spanned the distance between Geshill's house and the stable. Aldren drove his wagon into the area, pulling it sideways ten meters or so from the side of his house.

      “Come now, let's go meet my friend,” Aldren said as he stifled at small yawn. “The hour’s not yet late enough that we shouldn't still be greeted with a warm welcome.”

      Ryl heard the noise before he saw it. For the briefest of moments the high-pitched song of an arrow broke the quiet of the night. His body reacted instantly, calling on the power that lurked within.

      He dove to his left, away from the house, grabbing ahold of Aldren. Ryl hardened the woodskin on his back and side as they pitched from the side of the wagon. The murderous projectile bit deep into the wood of the driver’s seat.
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      Ryl and Aldren spilled over the edge of the wagon as the arrow buried itself into the wood. The solid thunk of the impact echoed through the quiet night.

      The merchant hit the ground hard with a groan that was more shock than pain. Ryl landed in a controlled roll, rapidly gaining his feet, dragging the writhing body of Aldren back behind the relative safety of the wagon wheel. A second arrow slammed into the wooden side of the carriage.

      Ryl heard Kaep moving quickly inside the cramped confines of the interior. In the distance the thunder of hooves heralded the rapid approach of Andr and Dav.

      “Curse you, you butchers,” the voice screamed from the shadows of the houses. “I thought I made it perfectly clear. I want no part in your murders.”

      The third whistle of an arrow ended with a resounding thud as it buried itself in the wood of the wagon. Kaep slipped from the rear flap, bow in hand, arrow knocked ready to be fired.

      “What happened to a warm welcome?,” Ryl hissed. “Is that Geshill firing on us?”

      Aldren struggled to his feet, gingerly rubbing his left arm. He'd landed hard after Ryl had dragged him from the wagon.

      “Aye, that's him,” the merchant admitted.

      He shuffled to the end of the wagon, peering around the corner waving his hands in surrender.

      “Geshill, you old fool!” Aldren’s frantic call sounded through the quiet night. "Lay down your weapon. You're shooting at friends.”

      Ryl saw the reflections of moonlight flash off the steel of their naked blades as Andr and Dav reached the courtyard.

      “Aldren?” the faceless archer called out. “Is that you?”

      “That it is, my friend,” the merchant said as he stepped out from behind the wagon. Both his arms were raised in the air.

      Kaep followed in his shadow, her hood up, an arrow drawn back ready to loose at a moment’s notice. Ryl followed close behind her. Andr and Dav were both off their horses, crouching carefully behind their flanks for protection.

      From the shadows of the right side of porch that wrapped around the building the figure of the archer materialized as it stepped into the low light of the lanterns. An arrow was still nocked though the bow was pointed casually toward the ground.

      Ryl saw the man tense, his body freezing in place at the scene in front of him.

      “What's the meaning of this, my friend?” the archer inquired.

      “I could ask you the same thing, Geshill,” Aldren replied. “I know the hour is getting late. I hope this isn't how you greet all visitors who come knocking on your door.”

      Aldren lowered his hands to his side, striding forward toward the armed farmer. Ryl watched as the man's deadly resolve faded. He laid the bow down on the steps, approaching Aldren with a steady stride.

      The two met with a firm, lengthy handshake. Geshill's eyes roved the courtyard, pausing briefly as they came to rest on the pair of armed soldiers and two cloaked and hooded figures that trailed in his wake.

      “Tis an unusual hour for a visit, and even more unusual company you keep,” Geshill said suspiciously.

      “That's the second time today the company I keep has been questioned,” Aldren relayed. His hand fell as he inadvertently rubbed at his left arm. “I apologize for the late hour. I assure you; I wouldn't have come if the need wasn't dire.”

      The suspicion written across the farmer’s face seemed to evaporate with the statement. His demeanor changed to that of worry as he noted the merchant wince in pain as he massaged his left arm.

      “Come, friend. We'll talk inside,” Geshill announced. “Let's have a look at that arm of yours.”

      The farmer gently wrapped his hand around the back of Aldren, carefully ushering him toward his house. He turned his head back, briefly back catching the eyes of Ryl and his companions.

      “Your friends are welcome too,” Geshill announced sympathetically. “The misunderstanding was mine; you'll need no more weapons here. Any friend of Aldren's is a friend of mine.”

      With a nod of her head, Kaep lowered her bow.

      “Stay with the wagon,” Ryl whispered as he followed slowly behind the merchant and farmer.

      Ryl watched as Andr slid his sword back into his sheath, giving a hushed command to Dav before leading his own horse quickly in his direction of the house. The Vigil mounted his horse, quickly melting into black of the night beyond the light of the lanterns.

      Ryl and Andr followed Geshill and Aldren into the farmhouse. The heat from the interior washed over them as they crossed the threshold. Ryl cautiously investigated the room, finding it unsurprisingly unoccupied. It was a wide main chamber that served as both dining room, lounge and kitchen.

      To the right, the kitchen was set against the left wall. Immaculately arranged cupboards were lined with all manner of plates, pots and glassware. A momentary sad smile flashed across his face as he noted the meticulous organization found throughout the room. The attention to detail reminded him of a friend he'd not seen in just under a cycle.

      He hoped Mender Jeffers would still remain in The Stocks when he returned.

      In the center of the far wall, a roaring fire was crackling away in the large hearth. A pair of comfortable looking chairs were set back a few meters from the heat of the blaze. The center of the open room was dominated by a large wooden table surrounded by six chairs. All were neatly pushed in and absent of any place settings save one. Their unexpected arrival had apparently caught the farmer in the middle of his late dinner.

      “Please, do sit,” Geshill said, gently ushering Aldren to the seat directly across from his. He pulled the chair out, assisting the merchant as he sat.

      “I’m no mender, but I can take a look at that arm of yours if you’d like,” Geshill offered.

      Aldren gingerly rubbed his left arm with his opposite hand before rotating it slowly in a small circle. He winced slightly in pain, yet on the second rotation, the discomfort seemed to diminish.

      “No. Thank you, my friend,” Aldren responded politely. “It’s just sore from earlier. I can’t remember the last time I’ve taken a fall from the wagon like that.”

      Geshill nodded as he rounded the table sliding comfortably into his own chair. Ryl and Andr pulled out the seats on either side of Aldren, sitting as the merchant continued.

      “Have times changed so much that you greet all strangers with arrows?” Aldren asked, his voice a mixture of concern and sarcasm.

      Geshill lifted his mug from the table, swirling the contents absently as he peered into its depths. He took a large swig, swallowing audibly before cradling the mug in his lap. He looked up at the three newcomers he’d welcomed into his house, his eyes lingering on Andr for a long moment before travelling to Ryl. His gaze ran a cursory investigation over his body before resting on his face. Geshill squinted slightly as he attempted to make out details hidden in shadow beneath the hood.

      His questioning eyes turned back to Aldren.

      “Thankfully, the cycles still have been profitable, my old friend,” Geshill admitted, his eyes darted back to Ryl’s face. He could tell the presence of the hooded figure sitting across from him was disconcerting to the farmer, yet Ryl wasn’t ready to reveal his true identity.

      “You’re the second set of unexpected visitors that have come calling today,” Geshill announced. “In truth, I thought it was the first that had returned with greater numbers. My apologies for the arrows.”

      “Who was it that visited this morning to cause you to think that you’d need arrows?” Aldren gasped.

      Geshill took another large sip from his mug.

      “The blasted hunters,” he revealed. “Five of them came pounding on my door. Seeking a father and his young daughter on the run. Seems they were last seen near Milstead. My words to those butchers were less than kind, yet I spoke no untruth; I haven’t seen the pair. If I had, I’d have them hidden away anyway.”

      Ryl was convinced that it was the same group that they’d encountered earlier in the day. Would they have traveled back to Milstead to tend to their wounded companion, or were they lying in wait somewhere in the surrounding countryside?

      “You can remove your hood now,” the farmer said as he turned his gaze back to Ryl. “If Aldren vouches for you, you’re welcome in my house and at my table.”

      “Thank you, sir. We welcome your hospitality, yet all the same I prefer to keep it on for the time being,” Ryl admitted politely.

      Geshill stared at him for an extended moment before shrugging his shoulders.

      “Very well,” he said. “Ah, where are my manners? You must be thirsty from your travels. Will ale suffice?”

      Geshill hustled from the table to the kitchen, retrieving three large mugs from the cupboard. He filled them from a cask that rested on a table near the far corner of the room. He placed a mug in front of each of his visitors before returning to his seat.

      “You said your need was dire,” the farmer reiterated, sitting forward in his chair. “What madness drove you to my doorstep unannounced so late in the evening?”

      Aldren smiled at his friend before quickly taking a sip from the mug in front of him. Ryl did the same. Ryl had experienced few brews in the entirety of his life. The swill that his friend Quinlen brewed in The Stocks was an admirable attempt for what little resources he was provided with. His second batch, while still caustic, had been a major improvement over his maiden attempt. On several occasions he’d partaken in a mug of two at the brewery in Vim. The perfection of the craft was on fine display, and the results delicious, though Ryl’s time was consumed nearly exclusively with his training.

      Ryl took another probing sip of the ale in front of him. Though a far cry from the wonders of Vim, the drink was more than palatable. Quinlen could take note.

      “Several days past, Lord Relensier sent his assassins to collect us. Caught us just as we were leaving,” Aldren began his story.

      Geshill’s eyes went wide. He looked from Aldren back to the windows that were spaced out across the wall overlooking the courtyard. The farmer shot to his feet, nearly toppling his mug in the process.

      “Cade. Aldren, where is your boy?” the farmer pleaded.

      Aldren raised his arms calmly in front of him pacifying his agitated friend.

      “Fear not,” he said confidently. “Cade was not harmed. Though it pained me to see him go, he was sent on a task of the utmost import.”

      Geshill breathed a sigh of relief as he sunk back into his chair. His hand quickly reached for his mug, shaking slightly as he brought it to his lips.

      “If it weren’t for the timely arrival of the pair sitting beside me and their companions, we’d have both been dead,” Aldren admitted. “My home is no longer safe for Cade and I.”

      Geshill offered Aldren a pained smile before turned his focus to Ryl and Andr.

      “For the lives of my friends, you have my word that I will assist you in any manner that I can,” he said. “So, you’re on the run then. What do you need of me?”

      “I’m afraid it’s not that simple,” Aldren stuttered nervously.

      “Thank you again, sir,” Ryl took over for the merchant. “Though we do have needs, we ask for no charity. You will be well compensated for your troubles, your assistance, and your silence. We ask for shelter for a few days and a place to conceal a pair of wagons. We have injured companions that will need to be cared for. We are also in need of tools to manufacture several articles of clothing.”

      “What you ask for is no trouble at all. There is ample space for your wagons in the stables,” the farmer offered waving his hand toward the courtyard. “The work is slim now, I can easily make do without the extra help from Milstead as long as you or your companions can help with a few minor tasks around the farm. As for the tools to manufacture clothing, as Aldren has no doubt told you, though ill-used, I have that here as well.”

      “As Aldren said, unfortunately it is not quite that simple,” Ryl inserted. “Between the two wagons, we number twenty in total. Just over half of that number remains incapacitated though stable.”

      Geshill let out a low whistle.

      “Shall I summon the mender as well?” He offered.

      “That will not be necessary,” Ryl said emphatically. “Herein lies the root of the problem. The second wagon that waits under the cover of darkness as well as the identity of those we are tending to must remain a secret.”

      The farmer leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms.

      “Aldren, what have you gotten yourself into?” Geshill quizzed.

      “It is a cause I willingly volunteered for,” the merchant spoke quietly as he shook his head. “It is one which we’ve long since whispered and a sentiment that we share.”

      Geshill sat forward, leaning his elbows on the table in front of him. His eyes squinted with questioning curiosity.

      “Who are those in the wagons that need tending?” he breathed.

      The room fell silent as the merchant deferred the answer to the question. Ryl turned his head slightly looking toward Andr. The mercenary blinked his eyes while nodding his head subtly.

      “Know that the information will likely put you in jeopardy should it be revealed outside of this room,” Ryl warned. “Whether you choose to aid us or not, the word of your silence is required.”

      “My silence you will have,” Geshill replied. “Now tell me who are they in the wagons that need concealing?”

      “Very well,” Ryl stated plainly.

      “They’re tributes.”
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      Shock registered across the whole of the farmers face. His eyes went wide, his mouth fell open.

      “You must be joking,” Geshill gasped, his voice a mix of shock and jest. “Where did you come across nearly a dozen tributes?”

      “I assure, every word I spoke was truth,” Ryl stated emphatically. “They were spared from enduring the cruel fate of their lives after the Harvest.”

      Geshill looked questioningly at Ryl for a moment before continuing.

      “And what of the second wagon?” Geshill asked skeptically. “Does it belong to the King himself?”

      “In a sense, yes it does,” Ryl admitted. “Though the black wagon has been typically used to move tributes or the Lei Guard.”

      Geshill looked as if he was going to fall out of his chair. He blinked his eyes rapidly while shaking his head in disbelief. His eyes fell on Aldren, seeking confirmation of the tale. Out of the corner of his eye, Ryl saw the merchant smile as he nodded his head in agreement.

      “The Lei Guard would not cede their possessions without a fight,” the farmer gasped. “It is rumored they cannot be defeated.”

      “Fight they did,” Ryl said. “And yet they fell by hand, arrow and sword.”

      The farmer paused as Ryl's words echoed through the room. He leaned forward, tilting his head to the side as he attempted to peer through the darkness of the shadow that covered Ryl’s face.

      “What are you then?” He asked.

      “We are phrenics,” Ryl stated plainly. “We are the reality behind the myths you know as Taben and his fabled army.”

      Geshill observed Ryl closely for several long moments.

      “Your tale is too unbelievable for logic to accept, yet the word of my friend is sound,” he stated. “You'll have whatever assistance I can offer. You can fetch your second wagon.”

      Andr looked quickly at Ryl before standing and exiting the building. The young phrenic followed him with his eyes as he made his way out to the courtyard. The mercenary put his hand to his mouth letting out as single high-pitched whistle

      A few moments later a similar note sang back through the darkness. The hoofbeats of a retreating horse quickly faded into the night.

      “Tell me, friend,” Geshill asked quietly. “You said that you saved the tributes from their fate after the Harvest. I’ve long wondered, what lies in store for them after they leave The Stocks?”

      There was no disguising the pain that infected the farmer’s voice. The festering wound from the loss of his beloved sister, though many cycles in the past, was still deep. The pain was still fresh.

      “Aldren told me of your sister.” Ryl said quietly. He watched as the face of Geshill dropped, life seemingly draining from his animated features. “For that reason alone, I’ll spare you the details of what they endure. The torture you already feel needn’t be amplified. The pain of having one you hold so dear stolen is punishment enough.”

      Ryl focused, sending out a wave of comfort. Geshill’s shoulders rolled back slightly, his chest rose as he inhaled a deep breath. A tear rolled down his cheek, splattering as it hit the wooden table.

      “You’ve suffered enough, as have untold thousands of others at the hands of the Kingdom. Children stolen and families butchered,” Ryl stated. The heat in his veins pushed his words out with a force and conviction that startled the farmer. “The toils of the tribute, the uncertainty, the scars, the torment do not end with their Harvest.”

      “The tributes you’ve brought with you, that you’ve rescued, what lies ahead for them?” Geshill whispered.

      “Their futures are unassured, I’m afraid,” Ryl stated plainly. “They are in rough shape and there’s no telling the struggles that lie ahead once they recover. The only certainty is that they will live out the remainder of their lives as free men and women. Whether it be a day or cycles, they will be free.”

      The heat steadily rose in his veins as his mind turned to the unknown futures that lay ahead. Not only for the ailing tributes, but for them as well. His resolve was hardened by the thoughts. They'd come too far. They would see this through to the bitter end.

      Geshill leaned back in his chair, his eyes aimlessly wandering around the room. His gaze was unfocused for a few moments.

      “Long have I waited to hear words such as yours,” Geshill whispered, his voice trailing off at the end. Ryl could see the tears welling in the corners of his eyes.

      “Her name was Lyra,” Geshill breathed. “She was just a child. Father told me she was going to start an apprenticeship near Leremont. I said goodbye to her. Said that we'd see each other again soon. I was happy for her to go.”

      Geshill took a long drought off his mug, wiping his eyes before he continued his story.

      “Not a day goes by that I don't grieve for her,” Geshill sobbed. “The last thing she saw of me was my smiling face. My loss means nothing compared to the abandonment she felt every day at the hands of the ones who were supposed to love her, protect her and guide her. I'd give anything to say I'm sorry.”

      Aldren rose slowly, the noise of his chair scraping across the floor lost under the sobs of the farmer. He crossed the table, sitting beside his friend, placing a caring hand on his back.

      “How many cycles has it been?” Ryl asked softly.

      “Nearly thirty-five,” the farmer choked. “If I'd have had the strength or the knowledge I'd have fought for her. I'd tear the walls down with my bare hands if I could.”

      Ryl thought for a moment before continuing. It had been thirty-five cycles since Lyra was deposited in The Stocks. The average duration of a tribute’s stay before their Harvest was  anywhere from fifteen to twenty cycles. How long could she have lingered in a processing facility? Could she have been corrupted into a Lei Guard like Elias?

      Though miniscule, a sliver of hope remained. He'd escaped The Stocks. He’d survived the wilds of the Outlands. He’d reversed the taint of a Lei Guard and razed a processing facility to the ground.

      The shard of hope he'd survived on had been less. He'd not give up searching. He'd not give up fighting until every last tribute had been freed.

      Ryl steadied his thoughts, focusing on sending out a heavy wave of emotion over the farmer seated across from him. Geshill raised his head from where it had been resting in the palms of his hands. He could see the stains of salty residue from the tears that had soaked his cheeks.

      “Never give up hope, my friend,” Ryl proffered, his eyes blazed with the rage of an inferno. “Though it may be bleak, there is always hope. If there is one thing I've come to understand of the tributes, they are resilient beyond all bounds.”

      A fleeting smile crossed Geshill's face only to be overpowered by the lingering melancholy.

      “Hope? How can you see hope when the world is shrouded in black?” Geshill sighed.

      “It is because I refuse to give in to the darkness,” Ryl stated emphatically. “I have seen the face of hopelessness firsthand, and I have prevailed.”

      Geshill looked at Ryl and leaned his head slightly to the side. His eyes were wide with an unbridled curiosity.

      “Who are you?” Geshill asked.

      Ryl rose slowly to his feet, rolling back his shoulders as he stood tall. With both hands he reached up, carefully removing the hood that covered his head.

      He watched the eyes of the farmer travel the length of his face, the confusion growing. Reaching his neck, the eyes stopped, widening as they studied the brands.

      Geshill stood with a slow, purposeful motion. He pointed to the numbered brand on the right side of Ryl's neck, just below his ear.

      “You're a tribute? But, how?” He gasped. “It's impossible. Your Harvest is this cycle. Only days away!”

      Ryl smiled as he nodded his head.

      “Aye, that is true and I intend to be there for it,” Ryl stated. “You see, my Harvest came a cycle early.”

      Ryl witnessed the workings of Geshill's mind as it assembled the pieces that he'd come to understand. His eyes bulged as the connection was established.

      “It’s ... It's you!” the farmer stumbled through his words. “But ... but, you're dead! Swallowed by the sea along with your sponsor’s frigate.”

      “So I've been told,” Ryl said with a smile.
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      The dawn brought with it grey skies and a cold mist that blanketed the land. Ryl pulled the hood of his borrowed cloak down, covering the grey of his phrenic cloak underneath. Strange as it still seemed, the sensation of having both his arms covered was foreign. It tugged at his mind as they plodded on toward the town ahead.

      Aldren and Geshill rode in the lead. They’d taken one of the farmer’s wagons to restock on supplies as well as to enlist the services of his daughters. Ryl and Andr followed shortly behind, while the rest of their companions and the ailing tributes had remained hidden away in the stable at the farm.

      Though he'd known the origin of the second wagon, Geshill had nearly toppled from his chair at the sight of the black wagon outside his door. The appearance of the wagon and the black cloaked riders from the darkness of the night was a menacing sign.

      They'd placed the wagons back to back, their rear flaps held ajar. Though none of the tributes had awoken since Elias the previous day, they were beginning to see encouraging signs of life. On several occasions, arms had moved purposefully, heads had rolled from side to side, or bodies shifted. The movements, though slight and most likely still involuntary, were progress nonetheless.

      The dismal grey sky above and the pervasive mist fought to unseat the optimism that surged through his veins. They moved in silence, turning west from the small road leading to Geshill's farm and entering the main road to Milstead. Hints of the village lurked in the distance like shadows in the bleak grey of the morning.

      On both sides of the road, rocky, rolling hills and small copses of trees stretched out to the horizon. The terrain surrounding Milstead was elevated, with the village itself resting in the shallow depression of a valley. A narrow river, the tepid continuation of the one that ran alongside Serrate, lapped along the western border of the village.

      Ryl was feeling especially anxious this morning. The risk of involving two extra individuals in their schemes was disconcerting. Geshill had assured them of their willingness to comply and of their silence. His daughters had grown up with daily reminders of their father’s hatred of the Ascertaining Decree and the Kingdom that had stolen their aunt from their lives. There was no amount of gold that could sway their opinion on the matter.

      Ryl turned from his thoughts back to scanning the bleak, mist-soaked surroundings. He was unsurprised to see nothing of note. No signatures of tributes and, thankfully, no black stains of the Lei Guard. To his side, Andr's eyes made their continuous furtive sweep of the countryside.

      There had been no sightings of the hunters throughout the night, though the threat of their appearance was genuine. Ryl subconsciously stretched a hand behind his back, letting the comforting feeling of the Leaves quiet his anxious mind.

      Through the mist of the morning, the entranceway to Milstead materialized like the head of a tunnel choked with clouds. Ryl's eyes could barely penetrate the occluded air for much more than twenty meters. The swirling breeze constantly shifted the patchy cover, making details indistinct.

      From the descriptions of the farmer and his brief, extended view from the overlook the previous evening, Ryl knew what to expect of the town. The main road entered through a once-ornately adorned gate, the likes of which would have made the artisans in Vim cringe. The vertical posts, fashioned in what looked like rusted attempts at wheat stalks, were nearly indecipherable. The faint words of Welcome to Milstead scrawled into the thin metal plaques that stretched above the road were nearly illegible.

      A low stone wall surrounded the city. At a little more than a meter in height, it stood as a poor bastion should the town ever require a substantial defense. At opposite corners of the main street, two inns stood, their vastly differing facades alluding to their calling.

      To the right, the poorly maintained front steps of the inn led upward to a narrow porch that was in a state of minor disrepair. The painted exterior was cracked and peeling. Though the hour was early, he could hear the muted sounds of drunken revelry emanating from within.

      As they approached, the door to the inn sprung open, spewing out a stumbling patron who  toppled down the stairs into the street. Ryl and Andr stopped their mounts abruptly as the man careened into their path. The staggering drunkard smiled a sickeningly weak smile before continuing across the road, following the narrow alley that ran along the interior of the walls of Milstead. The distinct, unpleasant odor of vomit wafted past in the man's wake.

      Across the street, the dichotomy was startling. The facade of this inn featured a small garden that ran atop a thin, stone wall separating the modest patio from the street. The area was protected from the elements by a wide overhang that jutted out from the building. Several sets of chairs sat vacant, flanking small bistro tables. Blooming flower arrangements hung from the awnings above, providing a burst of color against the white-washed stone exterior.

      Ahead, the street was lined with a bevy of buildings selling wares of different varieties. The light from within the shops diffused as it passed out into the misty morning, creating rings of illumination around their fronts. Several residences were mixed in with the shops, though Geshill had explained that the bulk of the residential habitations were located along the alleys that stretched out behind the main road. Ryl could see movement inside the buildings as they passed, yet the streets around them were nearly devoid of traffic. In the distance, the steady pounding of a blacksmith's hammer broke the quiet of the morning.

      The wagon that they trailed had two destinations on this current venture. The first was the general store that bordered the square that opened out at the end of the main avenue. Along with the standard foodstuffs they'd need for themselves and the tributes, Ryl had convinced Aldren to purchase a bottle of the famed, Milstead Rye that the town was known for. He smiled at the memory of the pleasant, yet brief moments he’d shared a drink with the generous sub-master in Tabenville, shortly before his harvest. He knew that a single bottle of spirits would certainly not buy the allegiance of sub-master Millis, yet the bottle alone was an important gesture for him. A trivial repayment for the unexpected kindness he'd received at the hands of the officer.

      The second stop was at the shop of the seamstress whose storefront bordered the end of the plaza. The trivial meeting of Geshill with his daughter would be a front for the serious discussions that would occur in private at his farm later that evening. He was convinced that his daughters would need no further persuasion and would likely acquiesce to the offer without an argument.

      Ryl and Andr made a brief circuit of the square as they waited for Geshill and Aldren to finish their first stop. Their presence wasn't necessary for the excursion, yet they'd come as added security in the event of another encounter with the hunters.

      The square was large, bordered on three sides by buildings and the last by the calm stretch of river that ran alongside the town. They traveled away from the corner where the wagon had stopped, passing the assorted shops and residences that formed two edges of the large square.

      At the center of the space was a large fountain. The artisan who'd created the monument had chosen to create the likeness of a large wooden cask. Water streamed from its top, cascading down the sides into a circular pool ringed by a low stone wall.

      The square, which was nearly deserted when they first entered, began to show increasing signs of life as they waited for Aldren and Geshill. They could see activity blossom from inside the confines of the buildings through the dew-covered glass of their windows. The numbers of people moving about through the square increased as time ticked by. None paid the hooded riders any mind as they passed.

      As the sun rose into the eastern sky, Ryl felt the warmth of the rays as they burned off the mist that had dampened the morning. The two layers of cloaks he wore would become sweltering as the day progressed. As the mists receded, the sleepy town came to life.

      Sporadic, everyday noises of the village floated in from all sides. Conversations and salutations rose as neighbors greeted neighbors. The thrumming of a hammer on wood rose through the mists. From the fields beyond the city's eastern border the errant crow of a tardy rooster called a late start to the day. Ryl and Andr maneuvered their mounts close to the edge of the fountain where they could maintain a careful watch over their companions and their surroundings.

      Though they'd yet to see sign of the hunters, Ryl was cautious of their appearance. Their past calling at the doorstep of Geshill placed them close to the sleepy village.

      The thought of the hunters stalking the runaway girl and her father sent a chill of revulsion through Ryl's core. His stomach churned as his mind conjured horrifying images of their capture.

      He scoured the village for any sign of the wayward child.

      He let out an audible gasp. After repeated searching, his heart skipped a beat as a pinpoint of light flickered at the extremity of his vision. Ryl spurred his horse into a canter moving toward the low wall that bordered the water. Andr, surprised by the sudden movement, followed a few meters behind.

      Ryl leaped from his mount before it came to a stop, leading it to the railing along the sluggish stretch of the river.

      “She's here!” he gasped at Andr. “The tribute’s here!”

      Ryl looped the reins of his horse to a post that stood a step away from the wall. He moved forward, leaning on the low railing that separated the stone of the square from the lazy waters of the sluggish river below. He looked toward his left following the trajectory of the faint sign he'd witnessed.

      The railing followed the waterline, connecting  to the side of the building that marked the final habitation on this side of the courtyard. From his cursory inspection, it appeared to house some form of manufacturing, though he couldn’t determine what from ambiguous exterior facade. The muted sound of construction leaked out from the interior.

      Beyond, the buildings along the eastern edge of the water were old in comparison to the newer construction along the square. The dilapidated abodes still reveled in their original, historic glory. They were relics of this town’s humble beginnings.

      Nearly a hundred meters downstream from the lazy pool formed by the river, the water again increased its pace. The remains of an ancient mill sat in a state of gross disrepair. Its large waterwheel had long since succumbed to the elements, now nothing more than a withered semi-circular frame. The bottom half was nearly gone, likely eroded by the constant abuse of the running water. Suffering from countless cycles of neglect, the doors and lower windows were boarded up with rough panels of wood. Relegated to this distant locale in the town, the historical significance of the mill had turned into an eyesore before being forgotten by the ever-evolving village.

      Ryl scanned the area again. He was convinced the signature that he saw so clearly in his vision was coming from that mill. His eyes cautiously covered the scene—the area before him was still, the surrounding buildings displayed no indication of life. As he scrutinized the vicinity, he noted a subtle, discrete movement coming from the hatchway leading to the cellar of the ill-maintained mill.

      The door was partially hidden by the remnants of a pile of weathered and ruined crates, yet the movement was obvious. Ryl watched as the body of the first figure emerged from the cellar hideout before cautiously peering around the edge of the building.

      The man was tall and slender, yet even from distance Ryl could clearly see the suffering his body had endured. A life on the run had ravaged his otherwise healthy body. The man’s eyes were sunken, casting large, dark shadows over the craters of his eyes. His skin was pulled tight over his face. His sharp cheekbones and chin were accentuated to a shocking degree. The man’s hair had grown long, shaggy and unkempt. His clothes looked threadbare, ripped and hastily repaired in places. He carried a small pack over his shoulder, likely the last of their worldly possessions.

      As Ryl watched from a distance, the father leaned down, gently assisting the small frame of a child up from their hidden shelter. The child’s head was covered by a small dark cloak, though the curly golden locks spilling out from underneath gave her away. Her head turned toward Ryl as she took stock of the area. Though even through the shadow of her hood, the brilliant blue of her eyes was startling.

      He watched as the father lovingly patted the top of the child’s head. Ryl’s heart skipped a beat as the piercing blue eyes of the girl stopped again as they met his. She pulled on the hem of her father's shirt and pointed her finger in Ryl's direction. The father’s cautious eyes immediately followed the finger of the child, bulging when they landed on the hooded figure of Ryl watching from the edge of the square.

      The man’s face blanched with fear. Without hesitation, he scooped the girl up and quickly darted behind the corner of the old mill. Ryl backed away a step, holding his hands up in a placating manner, yet the pair had already disappeared. He chided himself mentally for the intrusion. His appearance must have terrified them. He’d been holding out hopes that their paths would cross, that he could somehow aid in their escape, yet his actions had pushed them further afield.

      “They’re running,” he hissed to the mercenary who’d only just arrived at his side.

      With no other means to reach them along the water's edge, Ryl turned, backtracking his way around the building’s face, turning hastily, ducking into the first alley.

      He tracked the young girl easily with his mindsight as the pair moved rapidly toward the south. Not wasting time, he hastened ahead, eager to catch up with the fleeing family before they moved too far.

      Ryl was only a few strides into the alley when a group flashed by at the far end. They moved with speed. The slap of their sheathes against their legs was thunderous. The group passed by in rapid succession like shadows along the avenue. From where they ran, at the opposite end of the alley, they afforded Ryl no attention as their focus was trained ahead.

      The five, armed men hunted like a pack of wolves, homing in on the scent of their fleeing prey. The last of the group ran slightly slower than the rest, his right arm wrapped tightly in a sling against his body. Ryl knew in that instant what he’d feared all along.

      The hunters had caught the scent of their prey.

      They were moving in for the kill.

      Anger swelled in Ryl's veins as the familiar heat began raging inside. He tapped into a fraction of the power surging through him, propelling himself down the alley at a dizzying pace. His scan of the area with his mindsight confirmed the child’s path continued its course to the south.

      Their speed had increased.

      They knew they were being pursued.

      Even from this distance, he could feel fear pouring from the child.

      Stopping at the corner, he peered around the edge of the building toward the river. South of the old mill the banks pinched inward. The force of the water at the narrows increased though the depth was shallow. The terrified father was carrying the child across the rapids. Ryl could hear her sobs over the splashing of the agitated water.

      The icy liquid sprayed up around the struggling pair as they lumbered through the river. It was a miracle they'd made it so far without slipping. Behind them, the first of the hunters barreled into the water. The cries of the terrified child cut through the rolling sounds of the rapids and the splash of the hunter’s boots in the river.

      With a look back over his shoulder, Ryl confirmed that Andr had reached the alley.

      “They're crossing the river,” he called to the mercenary before hurdling after the chase that was now underway.

      The father and his daughter had crossed the river. The father slipped in the mud of the slick bank, dropping the child in front of him. As they both scrambled to regain their feet, the laughter, taunts and threats of the hunters washed over them. As soon as the pair regained their footing, the father grabbed the child by the arm, sprinting into the forest on the other side. Her feet dragged across the soft ground as they struggled to maintain his pace.

      They'd lost precious time slipping in the mud. The chase would be short lived. The hunters would have their kill.

      Ryl let out an involuntary growl as he exploded forward. The last of the hunters had now crossed the water. Their swords flew from their scabbards as they dashed headlong into the cover of the trees.

      The river ahead of him narrowed to a distance of fifteen meters where the hunters and prey had passed before him. As he closed on the bank, he let the wind build around his right arm. The feeling of the air working around his covered arm was foreign and uncomfortable. The fabric of his borrowed cloak strained against the torrent growing around it.

      Reaching the edge of the riverbank, Ryl threw his hand down, releasing a focused blast of air as he leapt forward over the water.

      With the blast, the final bonds holding the cloth together failed. There was a tearing of fabric as the force of the wind rushing around his arm released downward. The right sleeve of his borrowed cloak shredded as the power flowed from his hand. The  cloth tore at its weakest point, the stitching holding it in place at his shoulder severed by the unnatural strain. The tattered remains dropped silently into the river below.

      Ryl's momentum, aided by the gout of air propelled him out over the rapids. He hardened the woodskin on the right side of his body as the ground of the opposite bank rushed toward him. As his feet hit the soft, wet dirt, he pitched forward, tucking his right shoulder under him as he rolled ahead. The motion was fluid; he was back on his feet in an instant, silently slipping into the woods in pursuit.

      The forest here was thick. The mixture of trees, shrubs and vines disrupted the lines of sight, hiding the parties within. It was only a matter of meters into the woods before his ears picked up the sounds of conversation.

      The gruff, weathered voices of the hunters were dripping with spite and animosity as they taunted, threatened and laughed at their cornered prey. Ryl cringed as he heard the pleading cry of the father, begging them to spare the life of his child.

      In a crouch, Ryl silently sidled along the edge of a large tree. He'd noted movement behind its staggered boughs. The glowing yellow signature of the panicked child before him shone with an unmistakable golden glow. The anger in his veins swelled at the sight before his eyes.

      The woods opened to a small clearing, where father and child were backed against a rock. The man held the weeping child protectively behind his back with one arm, while he brandished a small knife with his other. That arm was shaking.

      His effort would be valiant, though hopeless.

      This would be a slaughter.

      Ryl commended the father for his actions. The man had done what his own parents had failed to do. He had chosen the life of his child over the gold. He was willing to protect his offspring, even if it meant paying the ultimate price: his own life.

      The hunters had stopped in a staggered line several meters away from their cornered prey. In a similar formation to when they'd stopped Ryl and his company on the road; a pair on either side flanked the leader in the center. All, save the one in the middle, had swords drawn.

      Joem, their heartless leader, held out a weathered parchment. By his words, the signed proclamation of the King.

      “She is no longer your concern,” Joem hissed. “By the rule of the Ascertaining Decree, that child belongs to the Kingdom.”

      “Please, she is just a child,” the man pleaded. “Let her be. I beg you.”

      The hunter’s laughter was vicious. The normally joyous noise was an affront to the action. It bit into Ryl’s ears with a concrete force.

      “Hand her over and you have my word, your death will be merciful,” the hunter spoke with no remorse. “The child is the property of the King. She is a tribute.”

      That word.

      Property.

      The heat in Ryl's veins boiled into a raging inferno.

      He stepped out from the cover of the woods, still undetected by the hunters ahead of him. The wind swelled around his hand; his cloaks flapped in the breeze that brewed around his feet.

      Ryl released a pointed, focused jet of air into the parchment in the leader’s hand. The hunter let out an involuntary shout of surprise as the paper flew into the air. The eyes of all of the hunters followed the errant parchment as it fluttered above their heads. As it reached its peak it curled backward, heading toward the forest at their rear.

      They watched as the paper descended before the tree line. Their eyes went wide with shock as the parchment fell softly, coming to a rest in Ryl's outstretched hand.

      “No King holds sway over that child's life,” Ryl growled. His voice was hushed, no more than a whisper. The sheer animosity and command in his voice roared through the clearing.

      “No butcher of men will lay a hand on either of them,” he spat.

      The wind around him swirled with renewed vigor. His cloaks shifted violently as the breeze pulled them to the side. His face was shrouded in shadow; only his chin and lips were lit by the diffused light of the morning. Ryl's eyes churned with the intensity of a seething fire. They flickered with rage from under the shadow of his hood.

      Ryl glanced at the parchment in his hand, quickly skimming the document.

      
        
        Joem, the bearer of this missive acts under the direct authority of the honorable King Lunek III. His commands are to be followed as if they are orders from the lips of the King himself. His authority is boundless and incontestable.

        Any in defiance to his wishes are to be treated as traitors to the crown. Outlaws to the Kingdom of Damaris and executed on the spot.

        

        His noble majesty,

        King Lunek III

        

      

      Ryl shook his head slightly as he skimmed the words. The hunters, whether truly sanctioned or not, were given ultimate power and authority over the lives of all they encountered. Justification for their crimes was granted in advance. They could kill with impunity.

      The blood in his veins begged for action.

      Ryl casually folded the letter before tearing it in half. He let the pieces slip from his hands. They fluttered slowly to the ground at his feet.
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      Joem took a step toward Ryl as he ripped his sword from its holster.

      “You,” the hunter snarled. “The one from the road. You've just sealed your fate.”

      Ryl inhaled a deep breath of clean forest air. The sound of the river in the distance quieted. His focus was on the hunters at his front. With a casual ease he folded his arms across his chest.

      The simple action had its desired effect. The lead hunter bristled with anger. Ryl watched the muscles on his face clench and release as he squeezed his jaws together. His left eye twitched ever so slightly. He turned his head slightly casting a devilish glance at his companions behind him.

      “Must be our lucky day, boys,” he sneered, the corner of his lips turned upward into a wicked smile. “We'll be paid extra for the death of the traitor. This one will be a pleasure!”

      Ryl remained still, his body rigid like the trees that bordered the clearing around them. The only motions were the slow rise and fall of his chest and the billowing of the cloak at his sides.

      “Kill him first,” Joem ordered. “Then we'll deal with the runaways.”

      From the right of the line of hunters came a cry of pure bloodlust as the first lunged forward. A few steps behind from the opposite side of the line, the second rushed ahead as well. The intent was clear. There was a competitive jealousy. They were racing to be the first to draw blood. Innocent blood.

      This was nothing more than a twisted game for them. The coveted prize at the end came in the form of carnage. It came from stealing the lives of others. They were eager to be the first to collect the kill. To claim their victory.

      Their game would end today. They would be the first to die.

      The speed was at his command. Ryl tapped into a portion of the power as the first attacker closed in, his sword swinging in a vicious arc towards Ryl’s neck. The men before him were murderers, butchers of innocent men, women and children; their deaths would be justified. Even so, Ryl suppressed an overpowering wave of revulsion at the task he was about to complete.

      The alexen in his blood washed any trace of the feeling away as he easily ducked under the lethal slash. The woodskin hardened on his left hand as he smashed it upward into the sword arm of the hunter. A sharp snapping sound tore through the clearing as Ryl's hardened fist shattered the bones in his arm. His forearm went limp as it flopped lifelessly downward at an unnatural angle. The hunter screamed in agony as his sword stabbed harmlessly into the ground.

      Ryl exploded upward—his right shoulder came up underneath the armpit of the hunter, lifting him from the ground. His right hand latched onto the fabric of the man's tunic. Ryl used the momentum of his movement along with the force of a blast of wind from his hand to throw the wounded guard forward.

      The second charging hunter was running with his sword drawn. Ryl saw his steps in slow motion, timing the release of the broken hunter when the approaching sword was pointed forward. The two slammed together; the sword punching through the back of the wounded guard’s chest in a spray of blood and gore.

      Ryl wrenched the discarded sword from the ground, closing the distance between the staggered pair in a flash. The approaching guard was bent backward, supporting the weight of his doomed companion. He braced himself against the dead weight of the body, struggling to free his blade from the man's chest. A single slash from Ryl nearly severed the encumbered hunter's head from his torso. The blood sprayed outward in a slowly growing stream of crimson particulate.

      Joem and one of the remaining two hunters charged him simultaneously. The man whose arm had been broken by the horse the previous day froze in place. His mouth fell open, the color bleached from his face as the as the urge to fight abandoned him. Without a second thought, he turned away from the fray, sprinting toward the edge of the woods. Their movements were sluggish, yet Ryl had far from tapped the full power in his veins. He wanted this over quickly.

      Joem would be the last.

      The bodies of the first two hunters were still in motion, toppling lifelessly to the ground when Ryl darted toward the remainder of their doomed group. In one fluid motion, he ducked under the sword arm of Joem. Ryl’s sword was held down, its tip just glancing the blades of grass that grew from the forest floor. As he passed under the hunter’s arm, he flicked his wrist outward, snapping the blade toward the back of Joem’s left leg. The tip slashed through his flesh, severing the tendon at his heel.

      The hunter’s foot was mid stride when Ryl struck. The ruin of his lower leg couldn't sustain the weight as he planted it on the ground. His growls of anger turned to a shriek of pain as he found himself helpless to prevent his own collapse.

      Planting his feet in the soft ground, Ryl pivoted his body, launching himself toward the remaining attacker.

      His target was at a full sprint, though to Ryl’s eyes he was hardly moving. The hunter’s face was locked in a hateful snarl. His sword was in his right hand, his arm bent back across his body with the blade held high in preparation for an angled downward strike. Ryl flipped his blade to his left hand as he approached before lashing out with a vicious diagonal strike that severed the hunter’s sword hand. The bloodied blade continued its arc, passing through the hunter’s neck. Pain, shock, and fear registered in the man’s eyes as he realized his fate been sealed.

      There was no avoiding the shower of blood this time, though Ryl did his best to duck under the spray. Ryl snatched the newly detached sword from the air with his right hand. He hardened the woodskin on his palm as his fingers closed around the blade just above the guard of the dislodged weapon. The severed hand slipped from the sword’s grip, falling sluggishly toward the ground.

      Without slowing, Ryl reversed his grip on the newly acquired sword. He coiled his arm back before launching the blade like a javelin at the fleeing hunter. The retreating guard was only a matter of five meters away and only a few steps from the relative safety of the tree line. The projectile caught him in the back, boring through the leather armor that covered his torso before passing through his body, punching out the opposite side. He careened wildly for a few steps. His uncontrolled body deviated from its original course, smashing into a tree, driving the pointed blade deep into the soft wood.

      Ryl released his hold on the speed and the world flashed back to normal. The usually disconcerting feeling as time caught up with him was lessened as he'd avoided drinking too deeply of the power inside. He turned, stalking back toward the writhing body of Joem, as around him the bodies and blood finally reached the forest floor in a sickening cacophony of splashes and thumps.

      The hunter was frantically sliding himself backward along the ground using his hands and working foot for leverage. His left leg, with its severed tendon, dragged along the ground leaving behind a thick trail of crimson.

      The hunter lashed out with a half-hearted strike. Ryl easily parried the blow. As their blades met, his right hand launched forward grabbing the pommel of Joem’s sword just below the hunter’s hand. Ryl’s iron grip squeezed the handle of the blade as he twisted his wrist. The hunter’s arm rotated with the motion until it could turn no further. Ryl pulled back, wrenching the sword from Joem’s grip, leaving the blade backward in his hand.

      Joem groaned as he attempted to slide away. Ryl bent his right arm at the elbow, slamming the tip of the blade downward into the hunter’s left leg. The sword passed through the meaty portion of the man’s thigh, biting deep into the earth, pinning him to the forest floor.

      “Please, have mercy,” the hunter cried out in pain as he struggled to pull the blade free.

      Ryl knelt close to the hunter.

      “You'll be granted the same mercy you were to offer them,” he whispered, inclining his head toward the father and daughter who’d remained frozen like statues against the stone. The child had her head buried in her hands, pressed tightly against her father's leg.

      “How many innocent lives have begged you for forgiveness that was never granted?” Ryl hissed as he rose to his feet. “You pay for your sins.”

      The hunter’s eyes went wide. He choked out the words as the shock of the pain set in.

      “I can pay …” His words were cut off as Ryl drove the remaining sword through his chest. There was a sickly wet gurgle as the remaining air and life seeped from the vanquished hunter.

      Ryl's eyes swept over the clearing. The overwhelming feeling of revulsion he’d experienced earlier had been premature. The sensation that stuck in the aftermath punched him with a force that nearly toppled him from his feet. Blood soaked the clearing. The brilliantly varied shades of greens of the leaves, grasses and moss were awash with dripping stains of red. He swallowed the bile that threatened to escape from his lips. His mouth and throat burned as the caustic liquid scorched his insides.

      The destruction of the hunters was absolute. It was merciless. It was heartless. He was sickened at what he'd done. What he had accomplished with ease.

      Ryl's hardened gaze ended on the father and child. The man's blade was now pointed at him. The point of the small knife quivered wildly, his face frozen in a look of sheer terror. He could hear the muted sobs and the gasping quiet breaths of the terrified child.

      Ryl stepped away from the body of Joem and the pool of blood that slowly stretched out around him. He held both his hands out in front of him while focusing on sending out a wave of soothing calm over the pair. He could see the child peer at him through the cracks in her fingers. Her eyes were a brilliant shade of blue, that even the cover of her hands could not diminish.

      “Sir, you can lower your blade,” Ryl said soothingly. “None will harm you now. Are you hurt?”

      From behind, Ryl heard the snapping of twigs as a body hastened through the forest. His head pivoted; his left hand reached under his cloak closing on the hard wood of the Leaves that still rested in their concealed holster.

      A moment later, Andr burst through the foliage into the clearing. His clothes were soaked to the waist, his sword drawn, ready for action. It only took a cursory glance to disarm the mercenary. His sword slid quietly into its scabbard. He nodded subtly; a small knowing smile tugged up on his lips as he came to a stop at the edge of the woods.

      Turning back to the father and child, Ryl was pleased to see the man had lowered his blade, if only slightly. The calm had worked to steady his hand as well as abating the look of terror on his face. The man now viewed them with guarded curiosity.

      “Who are you?” the man asked. Though he projected his confidence admirably, his voice wavered from the uncontrollable emotion. He had been moments away from a merciless death; now he was face to face with his savior. A force that defied explanation.

      “Fear not, we are friends,” Ryl said softly.

      The child at his side removed her hands from her face. Her large, brilliantly blue eyes focused directly at him yet her gaze seemed to pass through him. There was an awkward mistiness that seemed to swirl in their depths. She cocked her head slightly as if reading him. After a moment, a meager onset of a smile played across her face, quickly blossoming into a full grin.

      “Father,” she whispered. “I can see him.”
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      The father looked down at his child for an instant. An emotional look of astonishment flashed across his face. His eyes followed the pointed stare of his daughter, returning his wary gaze to Ryl and Andr.

      “Who are you?” the father repeated. This time his voice carried more force.

      “We are friends,” Ryl calmly reiterated. “My name is Ryl. The man behind me is Andr. We've been searching for you since we ran into the hunters on the road yesterday.”

      The father flinched involuntarily at the statement, his eyes darting rapidly around the clearing. They paused for an instant as they crossed the bodies of the murderers that had been tracking them. Ryl watched as a sliver of the weight from the ever-present chase evaporated from the man's weary shoulders.

      How long had they suffered on the run? How many close calls had they survived?

      “What do you want from us?” the father breathed. He still held the wavering blade in his hand, though the point had fallen closer to the ground.

      “We came here to help you, we seek nothing other than your safety,” Ryl professed calmly.

      The father eyed them suspiciously. In truth, Ryl couldn't blame him. What horrors had they endured since the results of her testing were brought to light? The child separated herself from her father's side taking a step forward toward Ryl. Her father reached to pull her in, but she moved subtly, yet with a speed that defied the norm. She easily avoided his protective grasp.

      “Father, he speaks the truth,” she said confidently as she continued forward. Her father opened his mouth to retort, but she cut him off before the words could escape his lips.

      “His words were true,” she said softly. Her small voice had a calming tonality. “There was no deception.”

      Ryl sank down to a knee resting both arms across his leg as she approached. His head was at eye level; she stepped closer without the hint of fear. Her father paced behind, his blade lowered but still in hand.

      The child's eyes remained focused on Ryl. The intensity of her visual investigation was disconcerting. Her eyes seemed to bore through him as if she was reading him, peering into the very depths of his soul. The mist in her eyes appeared to shift slightly, as if it moved with the breeze.

      Ryl looked into her eyes. The realization struck him with startling clarity. He looked up sympathetically at her father.

      “She's blind, isn't she?” He asked quietly.

      The child's father nodded his head silently, moisture uncontrollably welling in the corners of his eyes.

      The smile on the face of the child grew wider at the statement.

      “I have been blind all my life and yet I can see you,” she remarked joyously. “Your body shines like the sun. What are you?”

      It was Ryl’s turn to smile. He was powerless to fight the grin that crept across his face.

      With slow, deliberate motion he raised his hands, pulling back the hoods that covered his face. He turned his head slightly to the left so that the right side of his neck was clearly visible.

      The father sucked in an audible breath.

      “For cycles I was known as nothing but a tribute,” he said. “Like you.”

      She reached out her hand, touching the side of his face. She moved her fingers slowly downward across his cheek to his neck, gasping aloud when her fingers reached the brand under his ear. She rapidly withdrew her hand as if the skin had burned her.

      “Your skin feels cool. It feels unnatural,” she stated as if she was reading him through the touch of her fingers. Since he'd been granted the woodskin, the boon of the Erlyn Woods, his skin had been imbued with an inherent toughness, and had felt colder to the touch.

      Her fingers gently found the brand again, tracing the outline of the numbers. Her eyes remained trained on his face the entire time.

      “One. Three. Five. One,” she whispered curiously as she traced the raised scars of his brand. “1351. That's this cycle, isn't it, father?”

      “Aye, Faya, it is,” her father answered. “How is this possible?”

      The point of his small blade had lowered, now aimed harmlessly at the ground.

      “That is a long tale. One for another time I'm afraid,” Ryl announced. “Are either of you hurt?”

      “No, thankfully,” the father said appreciatively. “Not sure that would have been the case if you hadn't shown up when you did. My name's Rolan.”

      “And I'm Faya,” she announced holding her right hand out in front of her. Ryl reached out, shaking the small hand of the young woman.

      “Faya. That's a very pretty name,” Ryl said cheerfully. “I'm Ryl, and behind me stands a very close friend of mine, his name is Andr.”

      Ryl looked up at Rolan, patting Faya on the head as he stood. She smiled and waved in Andr's direction. The mercenary, who was watching the surrounding forest, waved absently, offering a quiet, yet polite, hello.

      Rolan held his hand out as Ryl stood. His grip was firm, the look of gratitude in his eyes unmistakable.

      “We need to leave this area with haste,” Ryl announced, changing the subject. “Andr, seek out the farmer, see how far this river travels from his lands. I hesitate to parade us back through Milstead. There were few on the street, yet the commotion was surely noted.”

      “Aye, Ryl,” Andr agreed. “Stick to the trees and follow the river to the south. Return to the opposite bank at the first safe crossing beyond the town. Find somewhere to hide and wait for my return. I'll bring the phrenic.”

      Ryl nodded to his friend.

      “Stay hidden. Stay safe,” Andr instructed. “We'll meet again shortly.”

      Without another word, the mercenary turned and stalked back into the woods toward the river.

      “Come, let's leave this cleaning,” Ryl said. “Let the hunters have it.”

      They moved quickly and quietly away from the blood-soaked opening in the forest, leaving the bodies of the butchers to the elements. They would never again hunt the living. They would never again wrest child from family.

      Ryl breathed a sigh of relief as they slipped into the forest beyond. The air was immediately fresher, free from the metallic stench of blood and death. The calming natural aromas of the forest: earth, leaves and pine soothed his senses. His stomach settled as the last of the blood-drenched leaves passed behind him. The devastation he had wreaked was horrifying.

      He was thankful young Faya lacked the ability to see. Though her story to this point was yet unknown, she needn't have witnessed what he'd done in the clearing. No child should.

      No one should.

      It wasn’t long before Rolan broke the silence of their trek.

      “Perhaps another mile downstream there is a crossing where a large tree fell across the water,” he said. “There's a cave in the rocks not far from there where we hid for a few days. We can wait for your friends there.”

      Ryl stopped, quickly scanning the area with his eyes and mindsight. He nodded his head in agreement.

      “I'll follow you, my friend,” he offered. “Lead on.”

      He paused as the two moved by. Faya looked up at him, smiling wide as she strode by, her hand clutched to the back of her father's shirt. Ryl could see where the fabric was stretched from the constant pull of the youngster on his tail.

      How many miles had they traveled like this?

      They moved onward in silence. Their pace was sluggish as they crossed the rocky ground through the forest that ran along the western side of the river. Ryl could tell the uneven terrain was enacting a wearisome toll on both father and daughter alike.

      Stepping over a large flat boulder, Rolan slipped as his foot came down on the soft, wet moss that lined its side. He toppled forward, pulling Faya down with him. His pack slipped from his shoulder, sliding to a stop a few steps away.

      “Faya, my dear, are you alright?” he asked kindly as he helped his child to her feet.

      “Yes, father,” was all she replied. She rubbed gently at a small scratch that had opened on her arm.

      By the time the pair regained their footing, Ryl had already collected their errant pack, easily tossing it over his shoulder. He was shocked by the trivial weight of the bag. They had likely been forced to leave in a hurry. Though assuredly stuffed with clothing and supplies, their bag couldn't have contained more than a few days of limited rations. Even so, the extra burden on the flagging shoulders of Rolan, light as it was, was dragging him down.

      “Let me carry this load for you,” Ryl offered.

      Rolan opened his mouth to retort. Ryl countered with a wave of acceptance before the words could leave the father’s lips. The tired man simply nodded his head in defeat. Young Faya looked up at Ryl, a profound expression of knowing flashing across her face. She winked at him as her haunted gaze met his. Her father took her hand, guiding it to his shirt as they resumed their careful trek through the forest.

      True to Rolan’s word, they soon reached the fallen tree that formed a precarious crossing over the narrow span of river. Their speed, though sluggish, was of little concern to Ryl. It would still be some time before Andr returned to the farm, gathered the phrenics and set out to find them.

      The forest thinned as it reached the edge of the river. The large, thick trunk of an ancient tree stretched across both banks. On the opposite bank, the massive mound created by the circumference of its upturned roots formed a circular wall nearly five meters high. The rays of the sun had broken through the pervasive mist of the morning, burning off the dampness that had hung low in the air.

      They paused momentarily at the edge of the tree. Rolan spoke softly to Faya before scooping her up, sitting her gently on the trunk of the fallen giant. The branches of the tree had been stripped bare of their leaves by the passage of time. The bark was overgrown with moss due to the constant moisture from the water below. Rolan clambered up, directing Faya onto his back. The young girl clung tightly to her father, her arms locked around the front of his neck.

      Their passage over the rolling waters below was harrowing and time consuming. Thankfully, the crossing was accomplished with relative ease. The dead branches of the enormous tree stood erect in the air, allowing for staggered yet firm handholds. Ryl hovered a pace behind throughout their balancing act, ready to help should they again need assistance.

      He saw Rolan breathe a heavy sigh of relief as they clambered down from the uprooted stump of the tree. The man’s shoulders heaved and fell as the air escaped his lungs.

      “We’ll be there soon,” Rolan announced, composing himself, offering a weak smile. He gently set Faya down at his side. She latched onto his hand as they made their way south along the edge of the river. Ryl maintained his position in their wake, his eyes and senses continually investigating the surrounding woods. To their right, the sluggish course of the river babbled quietly. The woods on the opposite side had thinned, though the terrain was still rocky and uneven.

      The forest to the east was nearly a mirror image of the trees that loomed over the western banks. In both directions, they stretched into the distance, though the view between their trunks and branches was negligible. Through small breaks in the foliage to the east, Ryl could see what he assumed to be the blue of the sky beyond the edge of the woods. Their path led them in a southerly direction, running nearly perpendicular  to the road that led to Milstead. Though he knew not the exact location of their destination, he was assured that they were closing the distance between themselves and the farm.

      They followed the bank of the river for nearly a mile before forging back into the woods to the east. Their wary steps plodded along a narrow, well-worn game trail. Ryl could clearly make out the distinct markings of deer in the soft earth at their feet. The path wound around the base of a ridge before Rolan veered from the cleared path. Climbing up the increasing incline of the hill, they worked their way toward a large boulder that jutted out from the hillside. With Faya in tow, he navigated his path around the back side of the rock; a disguised entrance to a cave opened between the stone and the earth.

      Ryl was impressed with the ease in which the young girl followed in her father’s steps. They had developed an incredible bond; a trust that outweighed her limitations. Her lack of eyesight appeared not to hinder her as they moved together as one.

      Rolan led Faya to the wall of the cave. She smiled as she ran her hands across the smooth surface of the rock. She walked forward eagerly, her hand connected to the stone beside her.

      Ryl marveled at the nimbleness of her movements through her surroundings. He glanced over at Rolan who flashed him an understanding smile.

      “I like this cave, it's more comfortable and less smelly than the cellar,” she announced as she seated herself comfortably in the corner.

      Rolan chuckled softly at the comment.

      “She's had an unnatural connection with the world around her ever since she was a babe,” he whispered. “Even in unfamiliar places she's managed without much hinderance. It's no wonder the soldiers and menders were at our door nearly a moon before her eighth cycle.”

      Ryl shot Rolan a sympathetic smile.

      “They dragged us both in, even though I had the papers to prove both my testing and her age,” he said woefully. “I honestly wasn't surprised when I was notified of the results. Strange though as it was.”

      Rolan entered the cave sitting down carefully alongside his daughter. He sighed, leaning his head back as he rested against the rock of their temporary earthen home. It was a moment before his weary eyes opened again, returning to meet Ryl’s. At his side, Faya patted the ground next to her, motioning with her hand for Ryl to sit by her side. He removed the pack that he'd been carrying for the family before politely acquiescing to the child's wishes, jostling her hair as he sat. Faya leaned her head on his shoulder as he reached the ground.

      “What do you mean by strange?” Ryl asked. He smiled, shaking his head subtly at Faya as she made herself comfortable against his arm.

      “We were coming home from the market, nearing our home,” Rolan relayed. “The man that approached us had waited for us in the cover of the shadows of the adjacent building. His hood was up covering his face. His voice was familiar to me, yet I couldn't place it. Faya identified him immediately as a mender who'd assisted at her testing.”

      Rolan quickly rooted through their pack, handing a small piece of dried meat to Faya. Ryl politely declined his offering.

      “The mender came with the results of her testing and with a warning,” Rolan admitted. “He told that they were coming for her with the day’s sunset and bade us to seek the safety of the Anvil.”

      “The Anvil Mountains?” Ryl asked curiously.

      Rolan nodded in agreement. A quiet suspicion rose within his mind as the beginnings of a question began brewing anew.

      “That range is a long way from here, I'm afraid,” Ryl commented. “Did he say why you should seek those mountains?”

      “I’m afraid he left us with nothing but that,” Rolan said. “We were heading in that direction when our horse became hobbled. Poor old girl. Hunters showed up soon after that. We've been running from them ever since.”

      Faya let out a large yawn. She pulled herself off Ryl's arm before curling up on the ground, settling comfortably with her head on her father's leg. They both watched for a moment as her breathing slowed, ushering in a peaceful sleep.

      “Where are you from?” Ryl asked quietly once Faya had settled.

      “We're from Hakit,” Rolan said. “It's just a stone's throw from the shadow of Cadsae Proper on the coast of the Sea of Prosper.”

      “Have you family left in Hakit?” Ryl asked.

      Rolan looked down at his sleeping daughter in his lap. Ryl watched as the layer of moisture coated his eyes.

      “She's all I have left,” Rolan said, offering a forced attempt at a smile. “Her mother died during her birth.”

      Ryl focused, sending a wave of comfort over man.

      “I'm sorry, Rolan,” Ryl said compassionately.

      The two sat in silence. Time stretched on with neither man volunteering to break the quiet serenity of the moment. The hushed breathing of the sleeping child was the only sound to disturb the silence.

      Ryl maintained his watch over the area. His mindsight indicated no sign of the phrenics. His heart went out to the man, who was inevitably grieving such a profound loss. He'd done right by his child. He'd chosen to stand by her side, accepting that his love was worth far more than any gold the Kingdom could offer.

      “For what it's worth, my friend, you made the right decision by her,” Ryl said breaking the silence.

      “There was only truly one choice to make,” Rolan responded immediately.

      Ryl cast his eyes downward for a moment as unwelcome memories streamed into his mind.

      If only his family had shared the same sentiment.

      “If only no one was made to choose,” Ryl said quietly.
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      The conversation, though brief, turned to lighter subjects as they awaited the arrival of Andr and the phrenics. Rolan soon fell into an uneasy slumber. He'd done what was needed to protect his child to the best of his ability. Ryl was thankful that fate had allowed for his timely arrival.

      Without his help, a child would have been without a father.

      The Stocks would have had another tribute.

      He looked down at the sleeping girl curled up against her father's side. She was so young. So innocent. How could anyone knowingly cast a child into the life that was forced upon them in The Stocks? Yet the harshness of life inside was nothing compared to the devastating cycles that would follow their Harvest.

      Ryl's body warmed as the heat spread through him. His solid resolve was hardened further, forged into an unbreakable purpose.

      The Stocks would fall. The tributes would be free.

      He would see to it.

      The afternoon progressed quickly. The sun tracked slowly across the sky above them, inching toward its eventual rest in the west. Daylight was beginning to fade when Ryl noted the first of the glowing signatures in the outer reaches of his mindsight. A second winked in to view shortly after.

      Ryl rose quietly, gently waking Rolan from his brief slumber.

      “They're nearly here,” he said quietly.

      Rolan nodded briefly, shifting to give his body the leverage to lift the sleeping child into his arms. Faya grumbled quietly at being disturbed, yet settled back to sleep with her head on her father's shoulder. Ryl collected the pack containing their belongings before leading the pair from the cave.

      The glowing signatures of the phrenics had paused nearing the extent of Ryl's vision. He guessed that they waited at the edge of the forest. As the low rumble of the river faded in the background, he noted the distinct absence of noise and life from the woods. The still of the afternoon was eerily quiet. He paused, focusing again on the sight of the phrenics at the forest's edge.

      They remained still where they had stopped.

      Ryl plotted the easiest course for the group toward the position of his companions. His mindsight illuminated more details the closer they approached. He could clearly identify the pair who had come. It was Kaep and Vox.

      “I can see them, father,” Faya announced sleepily as they slowly crossed the uneven ground of the thinning forest.

      The openings between the trees were growing steadily wider, however, the rocks and foliage seemed to choke off the ability to travel in a straight line.

      “How many do you see, Faya?” Ryl quizzed the youngster.

      “I see two, though they are still some distance off,” she replied confidently.

      “Good. Very good,” Ryl replied, turning his body around, reaching out to tussle her hair. “There are few that can see at such distance. What can you tell me about them?”

      He exchanged a sincere glance with Rolan. The father was beaming at the praise of his daughter.

      “Like you, they glow with a yellow light, though not as bright,” she answered. “They look to be sitting, though they are still very blurry to me.”

      Ryl was astounded by the amount of detail that the child was able to describe. In his readings, and in the knowledge inherent in the alexen that flowed within his blood, there were few cases of mindsight developed to a point of comprehending form and features. Ryl, like the other phrenics in Vim, relied on the glowing orbs to determine the location of his phrenic companions. His senses were advanced over those who inhabited the hidden city, as his mindsight provided enough subtle differentiation to comprehend their signatures, much like seeing a face. To him, no two were alike, and given time, he could tell them apart readily. The thought of being able to determine their posture, as Faya could, astounded him.

      His quizzing of the child would have to wait. It wasn’t long before the faint traces of conversation filtered through the trees. He could clearly make out the voice of Andr in the distance. Though he knew the phrenics had noted his coming, he focused, sending a wave of calm over the group that waited at the forest's edge.

      They paused, remaining inside the shadow of the trees. Their companions were now clearly visible through the gaps in the woods. Andr, Kaep, Vox and Geshill waited patiently on their horses, their eyes readily searching their surroundings for any sign of danger. The phrenics were the first to acknowledge their approach. Kaep slid gracefully off her horse as they broke from the edge of the trees.

      “Trouble has a way of finding you, Ryl,” she said quietly as they approached.

      “So, too, does opportunity,” he smiled as he turned, ushering Rolan and Faya forward. The introductions were brief. Faya stood wide eyed taking in her unique view of the surroundings. Her large, blue eyes darted from speaker to speaker. In the moments of pause, she dedicated her inner sight to studying the forms of the phrenics; her unseeing eyes carefully cataloging every feature.

      The light of the day was fading fast as the sun dipped below the horizon many miles to the west. Their apprehension of encountering another group of hunters still lingered as they hastened to mount their horses, eager to return to the relative safety of Geshill's farm.

      Ryl took Andr's outstretched hand, mounted behind the mercenary. Rolan rode with Geshill, while Faya was all too happy to ride with Kaep. The young girl had already launched into a flurry of questions the moment her father had finished assisting her onto the back of the phrenic’s horse.

      Kaep, to her credit, showed a side of her character of which Ryl was wholly unfamiliar. The normally stoic warrior was nurturing and bubbly as she opened up to the child. Ryl flashed her a bemused smile; the phrenic responded with a roll of her eyes as they spurred their horses onward to the farm.

      In Ryl's absence, his companions at the farm had been anything but idle. Watches were maintained with a steady vigil. None wanted to risk further endangering the farmer, or his additional family members who had been recruited from Milstead. Thankfully the roads leading to his farm and the surrounding countryside remained quiet. There were no further sightings of hunters or Lei Guard.

      The phrenics had maintained a constant presence watching over Elias and the other tributes. Each had taken marginal steps toward recovery, though none had spoken with any inkling of clarity as Elias had the previous afternoon. Arms and legs of the tributes twitched with glimpses of conscious control. Eyes batted as if in deep, dreaming slumber.

      The signs were nominal at best. Their worried and eager rescuers were cautiously optimistic about their progress.

      Both of Geshill's daughters, Zayah and Willa, were eager participants, though they had no concept of the true nature of their father’s scheme. They'd reported to the farm as promised past midday. True to their father’s word, they feigned no emotion when the plight of the tributes was described. They were raised grieving over the stories of their stolen aunt. They sided with their father, echoing his deep-rooted hatred of the system that had taken his beloved sister away.

      Though none knew of the final plans, they'd set in on the task they were enlisted for in earnest; recreating the black cloaks. As two talented seamstresses, they assured Geshill that the work would be accomplished quickly. Their horror was poorly veiled when they viewed the quality of the disguises that Aldren had pieced together on the road. The merchant was chastised—but took the abuse in good stride.

      The ride back to Geshill’s farm was thankfully short. Ryl could see the weariness that remained in Rolan’s body. Now that the ever-present burden and dread of being discovered was at least mildly alleviated, his shoulders slumped. His protective eyes watched his daughter cautiously as his body cried out for a well-deserved rest.

      Against all odds, he'd brought his child from the brink of certain servitude. He'd willingly sacrificed everything. Every moment spent with her was a moment more than he'd been granted by the Kingdom. Ryl was thankful for the twists of fate that had caused their paths to align. One looming question, however, remained. Who was the mysterious mender who'd informed them of the impending news?

      The mystery would have to wait. A thin line of smoke streaked into the clear, darkening sky ahead. The rooftops of Geshill's house and stable stood out among the scattered trees that dotted his property. The bleating of the sheep grew steadily as they drew near.

      They approached the farm from a westerly direction, opposite from the small road that led to the front. The back of Geshill's farmhouse held a single door in the middle of its frame, and a solitary step led to the ground below. Their impending arrival had likely been reported by one of the sentries guarding the perimeter of the property. The figures of two women stood patiently waiting, one standing on either side of the door.

      Geshill's daughters strode out to meet them as they reached the farm. The subtle aroma of food on the light breeze caused Ryl's stomach to rumble. The day had not gone as anticipated. Nearly a full day had been spent. The Harvest loomed in the immediate future.

      Less than five days remained.

      Less than five days before an action that could shape the course of a kingdom.

      Ryl was distracted by the thought as he slid down from the horse as Andr pulled the mare to a stop. He hastened to the side of Kaep's mount, assisting Faya as she fearlessly sprang into his arms. Rolan, who had lagged a few steps behind, gently chided the child for her careless behavior. Faya grinned at Ryl as she collected her father’s hand.

      Geshill walked forward, embracing his daughters as if they'd not seen each other in cycles. Ryl felt an uncontrollable twinge of regret as he watched the greeting. A sudden pang of pain from the unfillable void that resided in him—care of his family’s betrayal—inserted itself into his thoughts. He inhaled a deep, steadying breath, willing the unbridled emotions back into the recesses of his mind.

      Would he ever truly be free from the torment of their actions?  Nearly ten cycles had now passed … yet the lingering wound remained.

      The familial similarities between Geshill and his daughters was readily noted. Their faces all shared  common features. The young women maintained a similar, rigid pointed chin to that of their father and their high cheek bones seemed to pull their lips into a perpetual grin. Geshill had tears in his eyes the previous night when he reminisced about times past. In his view, they were both spitting images of the sister that had been stolen away so many cycles earlier.

      Zayah, the eldest, was also the taller of the two siblings. Like her younger sister, her brown hair was tied into a neat braid that ran down her back. She separated from her father’s brief embrace, looking over the motley crew gathered in the yard.

      Ryl had remained with his hood down since the morning's encounter with the hunters. He watched as the expression on her face grew momentarily into one of shock. Her kind, brown eyes widened briefly as they traveled to the marked skin on his neck before she regained control over her emotions. A sympathetic and honest smile grew across her face.

      “Come, you must all be hungry? It shouldn’t be long now. There’s enough to feed everyone,” Zayah’s voice was quiet, yet genuinely inviting.

      Geshill nodded to his daughters before leading the phrenics and their mounts around the back of the house toward the stable in the distance.

      Ryl followed the sisters, Rolan and Faya into the farmhouse. The warmth of the interior and the smell of the meal was exhilarating, though it sapped the remaining strength from both the newcomers. Rolan stifled a large yawn as they entered the building. Faya leaned wearily against her father’s leg.

      Not only had the sisters launched into the manufacture of the cloaks, they'd eagerly taken on the tasks of cooking for the group secreted away at their father’s farm. The excursion to the town that morning had been fruitful on several fronts. Ryl had succeeded in saving the father and his daughter from a tragic fate at the hands of the hunters while Aldren and Geshill had covertly restocked their dwindling supplies. Not only was food ready for the party from Vim, pots of broth were brewing to feed the ailing tributes that had been rescued from the facility in the shadow of the Martrion ruins.

      Aldren was stirring a pot on the large stove that rested along the side wall of the kitchen as the group entered. His face was awash with relief as he noted the entrance of Ryl and the family. He greeted Rolan and Faya kindly before making his way to Ryl. He did his best to hide the moisture that was welling in his eyes as he placed his hand on the phrenic’s shoulder, giving it a knowing squeeze. No words were necessary.

      Ryl nodded his understanding.

      Willa approached Rolan and Faya introducing herself politely before kneeling before the child. She spoke in a tone that was kind, sympathetic yet not at all patronizing. Within moments, she’d coaxed the child's hand from around her father’s leg, leading her gently to a chair along the table. Rolan smiled as he followed in their wake. Ryl knew not when the pair had last eaten a decent meal. Both were emaciated past the point of merely having a skinny frame.

      Zayah was quick to serve both, carefully depositing a steaming bowl of stew in front of their seats. Rolan gently placed his hand on Faya’s arm, staying her eager motion as he looked around the room. They were the first two seated and the only ones that had been served.

      “Please, eat. There’s no need to wait for the rest of us,” Zayah announced kindly. “From the little we’ve heard, you’ve weathered more than your share of trials. A hot meal will do you wonders.”

      “Thank you for your kindness. All of you,” Rolan whispered as he looked around the room. His eyes met with all assembled, meeting Ryl’s last. “We owe you our lives.”

      Ryl smiled calmly at the father before his eyes moved to Faya who was hastily devouring her food at his side. Inside his body, the blood raced with emotion.

      “You owe us nothing, my friend,” Ryl admitted honestly. “It’s fate we have to thank that our paths crossed when they did. Your lives are your own to live as you please.”

      The father looked at Faya before hanging his head slightly. He could sense the tension and apprehension growing within him.

      “Where are we to go? What are we to do?” he pleaded. “They won’t abandon chase so easily. Though they may have been halted today, how long will it be until more come?”

      The events of the day had unfolded at a startling pace. Ryl had been too consumed in the moment to ponder the long-reaching implications of their situation. Though they’d scored a decisive victory today, the hunters would never give up.

      How long would it be before the Lei Guard was employed to track the wayward tribute? When the wreckage of the hunters was discovered, he guessed the answer would be: not long. With even a rudimentary ability to track the alexen in the tributes, there was nowhere they could hide that would be safe.

      It was only a matter of time before they were discovered.

      Before Rolan was slaughtered and Faya was hauled in chains to The Stocks.

      Ryl clenched his fists together tight enough that his knuckles went white. He’d not saved them so that they could continue living their lives in fear of the next hunter’s blade. The answer to the problem at hand was startlingly clear.

      There was nowhere in Damaris that would be safe for the pair of them.

      If remaining in the Kingdom would be akin to a death sentence, then there was little choice left.

      Rolan and Faya would come with them.

      “It’s true, there will likely be nowhere safe for you in the entirety of the Kingdom,” Ryl stated plainly, though a mischievous smile crept steadily across his face. “That’s why you should come with us.”

      Faya dropped her spoon into her bowl; the clink of metal on the pottery rang throughout the room. She looked at Ryl, her blue eyes boring into him.

      “Where will we go then if not Damaris?” Rolan asked.

      “Somewhere they won’t dare follow,” Ryl responded. “The Outlands.”
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      Ryl had waited until the majority of the party had been assembled, fed and Faya had been put to bed before detailing the bulk of his plan. Geshill had generously offered the use of one of the spare rooms in his farmhouse to Rolan and his daughter. The rest of the group was more than content to sleep on the floor or even the hard, swept ground of the stable.

      Understandably, Rolan was initially hesitant at the prospects that were presented to him. He went to sleep that night with a profound decision weighing on his mind. Though Rolan’s knowledge of the true skills of the phrenics was lacking, Ryl had detailed his plan for them to accompany the party to The Stocks then the Outlands beyond. It had been less than a day since their rescue from the jaws of certain demise by a stranger whose power was simply awe inspiring. Whose power was terrifying. Rolan had willingly sacrificed everything to keep Faya as far away from The Stocks as possible. Defeat within those walls was nearly certain. Ryl intended to bring them to the Outlands beyond. To most, death there was assured.

      The uninterrupted, relaxed slumber was a boon for Rolan and Faya. They both awoke the next day with a renewed vigor that Ryl was sure had been absent from their steps for a long time. Having seemingly nothing more to lose than what had already been taken from him, the father admitted that the decision had been easier than he’d expected. After conversing with Faya, they were both in agreement. The Kingdom of Damaris no longer held the prospect of a life for them.

      They would bind themselves to Ryl and his companions. The hope of a better future in the wilds of the Outlands, though nearly unbelievable, was no less risky than remaining in Damaris. Though it was an idea of his own creation, Ryl felt a twinge of regret as their numbers swelled further. How many lives now remained figuratively in the palm of his hand and at the whim of his planning?

      Ryl, Andr, the phrenics and the Vigil had been intentionally vague with their new companions when it came to their plans after The Stocks. The secrets of Vim, of the hidden society, would remain veiled if possible until the wall of the western palisade was behind them. The newcomers knew that their destination lay beyond the realm of known civilization and little more.

      The remainder of the afternoon was spent blissfully devoid of excitement. Zayah and Willa worked diligently to complete the seven cloaks, a feat they accomplished ahead of schedule. The black shrouds were expertly fitted to the members of the party who were to carry out the charade. The cloaks had been crafted in the image of the only remaining original article Elias had worn during the battle on the ill-fated bridge outside of Serrate.

      Aldren’s daughters had willingly agreed to remain at the farm beyond their duties assembling the clothing. Their extra services were well appreciated as the number of mouths to feed had swelled dramatically. Elias and the ailing tributes were becoming marginally more lucid as time passed, though their recovery was far slower than Ryl had hoped. The feeding regimens had increased, requiring another brief trip to Milstead to restock on supplies. Though still painfully emaciated, the tributes appeared to be making a positive turn toward physical recovery. The paleness of their skin had been replaced with a muted tinge of pink. Their bones, though still clearly visible, no longer appeared as if they would puncture their skin at any moment.

      Of the group, Elias remained the only one to have opened his eyes, having done so on a few occasions. His gaze was unfocused as it regarded the surroundings momentarily before staring, unblinking, off into nothingness. He was unresponsive either to questioning or to touch.

      Ryl was concerned for his friend, or at least what remained of him. The glow that he’d expected to see from Elias was still alarmingly absent. In its place was either a light so faint that it was nearly imperceptible, or more frequently a nothingness that defied explanation. He appeared to Ryl as a void, neither light nor dark but the disturbing, incomprehensible absence of either.

      He feared for him.

      Faya continued to impress Ryl and the phrenics with her ability to interact with her surroundings even though her eyes were blind. Her lack of sight had augmented her mindsight far beyond the point that any could have believed. The young girl had an uncanny knack of moving her way through her environment without being reliant on assistance from others. She spent as much time with the phrenics as her father or their duties allowed, though her preference found her primarily seeking out either Ryl or Kaep.

      They had taken to instilling in her the basics of communicating through her projected emotions. Faya had accepted the training as if her mind had been starving for sustenance that only learning could provide. Within the span of an afternoon, she was confident in her ability to convey her feelings to others within close proximity.

      The party had maintained a regimented patrol taking in the narrow road approaching Geshill’s farm as well as the surrounding landscape. The traffic on the road to and from Milstead was moderate, yet spoke of nothing more than the mundane commercial ventures of the prized spirit that was distilled in her midst. If hunters had arrived seeking their missing compatriots, their presence hadn’t been noted.

      Ryl woke early before the sun had cleared the horizon to the east spilling the light of day over Geshill’s farm. His watch over the tributes and Elias the previous night had ended late, yet even on the short rest, he felt rejuvenated; eager for the day to commence.

      He stretched as he rose from his position on the floor of the loft above the stable, mindful not to hit his head on the low rafters. He slouched over as he walked, brushing the errant pieces of straw from his cloak. For some reason this morning, the pitched ceilings of the stables reminded him of the small room he’d called home for the first eight cycles of his life. Growing up, he’d slept in the tiny attic loft of his family’s home. The memory was unwelcome and startlingly surprising. He’d not thought about that house for cycles.

      Ryl made a brief inspection of his pack before carefully strapping his leather holster with the Leaves onto the small of his back. He’d slept in his phrenic cloak as had become his norm since leaving the comfort of Vim behind. His pack contained nothing more than a change of clothes, a water skin, carefully packed rations and his portion of the dried leaves of the blighted rose—thankfully sealed to prevent the potent, noxious odor from escaping.

      He made his way quietly down the narrow ladder from the loft. Ramm, who was seated in a chair between the two wagons, greeted him with a smile as he approached. The normal sized chair seemed disproportionately small compared to the massive phrenic that occupied its seat. Ramm stood, holding his hand out, clasping Ryl’s as soon as it was in reach.

      “Ride safe,” the phrenic said, his voice stern yet compassionate. “This is a battle we fight together. Do not take on the Kingdom alone.”

      “That is a promise, my friend,” Ryl admitted, patting the giant phrenic on the shoulder.

      He peered through the low, steady torchlight into the wagons, his gaze sweeping over the tributes that still lay in their midst. His eyes lingered once they reached Elias.

      “We’ll watch over them,” Ramm said quietly. “See you in two days.”

      Ryl nodded as he moved from the wagons toward the main door to the stables. Through the crack between panels, the first rays of the sun's light were sneaking inside. The particles of dust in the air seemed to glow as they floated freely in the brilliant strip of light that lanced through the still air of the interior.

      In the courtyard, Andr stood waiting with the reins of two horses in his hand. A small group of others gathered near the front of Geshill’s house, awaiting Ryl’s arrival. The mood was subdued.

      Geshill stepped forward from the group as he approached and clasped Ryl's hand with an iron grip.

      “We're I younger, I'd be traveling with you today,” the farmer lamented. “Should fates find that you're ever in Milstead again, know that you will always have a welcome place at my home.”

      Ryl knew the sentiment was genuine. If he had asked, Geshill would have stormed the walls of The Stocks at his side. As it was, he feared he'd already placed the man in undue jeopardy. Throughout their shelter at his farm, there had been no visitors aside from his daughters, who had left the previous evening. There was little chance that word of their presence hidden inside the stable would spread. The bodies of five hunters near the outskirts of the town were sure to be noted sooner rather than later, if in fact they hadn't been so already. Once their deaths were reported, investigations were sure to follow.

      “Thank you, Geshill,” Ryl said. He needed the assistance of no additional emotion to convey the sincerity of his words. “Your hospitality and aid have been unwavering. I hope that our paths will cross again someday soon.”

      The farmer pulled him into a brief embrace. He whispered loud enough for Ryl to hear when they were close.

      “Please keep a lookout for my Lyra,” Geshill pleaded. “I know not her fate, yet you've given me hope that she could yet still be alive. I’d give anything to see her once again.”

      The farmer pulled back slightly and sniffed, rubbing the back of his hand against his eyes, temporarily stopping the tears that now issued unabated.

      “If it's mercy she needs. I’d rather it be your hand that grants her rest,” his voice cracked as he choked out the words.

      His eyes met Ryl's for a moment before he lowered his head, slowly stalking back into his house. The click of the door sounded like a hammer. Silence stretched on for a moment after Geshill’s took his leave; none seemed willing to break the still.

      Finally Aldren cleared his throat.

      “We'll see you again in two days’ time,” the merchant announced. “I'll have the wagons waiting as promised.”

      Without another word, Aldren followed in the footsteps of Geshill, heading back into the house. As he reached for the latch the door flew open, nearly knocking him from his feet. With an agility and grace that belied her lack of sight, Faya slipped past the merchant. Ryl could feel the emotion surging off her. There was a sadness that could not be disguised.

      He countered the outpouring of woe with a feeling of hope as the child wrapped her arms around his waist. Rolan followed quickly in her wake apologizing for the behavior of his daughter. His face flushed with embarrassment. Ryl brushed off his apology with a smile. Though her talents were already blooming, she was still no more than a child at heart.

      “Faya, fear not, I will see you again in a few days,” Ryl said. “Keep working with the phrenics. We all have our parts to play in this. We need you to be strong.”

      She gave Ryl an extended squeeze before backing away. Rolan’s arms were waiting just a step behind her, his hands clasping gently onto her shoulders.

      Ryl turned to Kaep and Vox. He suppressed the feeling of trepidation that threatened to bubble up from within. He and Andr would be riding ahead of the remainder of the group. They needed a more accurate appraisal of the current state of Cadsae Proper than their current information provided. With the addition of the slowly recovering tributes, the risk of arriving early to the port city was substantial. Their party had swelled to a number far too large to linger unnoticed. They would meet again off the main road under the cover of darkness two nights from now.

      With the coming of the sun following their reunion, the focus of their mission would begin.

      Phrenics would once again walk openly in Damaris.

      Few words were needed between the phrenics before he left. They all knew their prescribed tasks. Ryl clasped hands with Vox, inclining his head slightly to the elementalist.

      He was surprised to find that Kaep held her hand out to him as well. Ryl had never spoken to her of the electric, energizing magnetism he’d felt on the rare occasions that their skin had touched. He was sure after their last exchange that she noted the sensation as well. He pondered its meaning as he reached his hand out to take hers.

      The moment their hands made contact, the sensation exploded in his hand, racing quickly up his arm. His body felt energized, his mind struggled to relinquish the contact. The mild shock that registered in her eyes gave away the answer he’d been longing to ask. That she felt it too he was sure. Ryl was determined to discuss it with her at the next opportunity.

      With effort, he broke the contact with her hand, withdrawing his slowly. Their eyes remained locked throughout the exchange. Each seemingly probing the depths of the other’s eyes, delving for knowledge. Ryl read; apprehension and fear. There was more, a look that he failed to comprehend, one that was gone as quickly as it had come.

      He broke from the gaze, running his eyes over the group gathered in the courtyard.

      “We’ll meet again in a few days, my friends,” he said confidently.

      With a smile and a nod, he took the reins from Andr’s hand before easily mounting the patiently waiting mare. Without another word, the two spurred their horses onward to a brisk trot.

      The farm behind them quickly faded from view as they cantered along the narrow, fence-lined lane. Off to their right, he noted the shadows of the Vigil materialize from the small stand of trees. Without a gesture, the figures vanished back into the glade.

      They had a full half-day of riding ahead of them before they reached the port city. Though he’d lived only a stone's throw away from Cadsae Proper for nearly half his life, he still knew very little of the sprawling city. The partial visions of the cobblestone streets that he’d viewed through the slats of the black wagon were forever etched into his mind. The bars of the carriage window were still very much a part of the image.

      So too was the uncertainty. The nauseating stench and sweltering heat of his moving cell would maintain a permanent hold on his consciousness.

      These original fleeting visions, his brief survey of the area surrounding the Pining Gate, and the rapid view of the port were his only experiences of the city at large. The bustling port would again be awash with activity. People coming and going about their days in either blissful ignorance of, or blind anesthesia to, the horrors occurring behind the Palisades that dominated the skyline over the town. They were likely oblivious to the true impact of the occasion they so joyously cheered.

      Though he had been unaware at the time his Harvest was unfolding, Andr had been with him then as well.

      They followed the southern thoroughfare to its end. Here it merged with the main road running east and west.  They slowed their horses to a walk. Ryl reached behind him, removing the spare cloak from one of the two small saddlebags his horse carried. They’d packed light, bringing only necessities. A bedroll was secured to the back of his saddle, and the hilt of a short sword protruded from its carefully rolled end.

      Ryl threw the cloak over his body, hiding his bare tattooed arms in its sleeves. He pulled the short sword out from where it rested in the bedroll, quickly buckling it to his belt. Though he was more than familiar with the blade, and aptly competent with its use, the feeling of the sheath bouncing off his leg was still remarkably foreign.

      The two made good time after reaching the main road. To their west, the dark grey line of the eastern palisade grew on the horizon with every forward step. The foreboding, oppressive feeling of being constantly watched increased. What would it be like to step back into The Stocks? In his mind, he harbored the fear that he’d be crushed by the figurative weight of the walls.

      It had only been a cycle since he departed The Stocks through his own Harvest. Ryl had changed since he'd last crossed through the darkened maw of the Pining Gates. The young tribute had left in shackles with little hope. He was now a free man, an awakened phrenic, returning with a purpose.

      With his awakening, his mind had matured considerably. Through the alexen, his body had lived countless lifetimes, experienced innumerable cycles worth of experience, knowledge and training. The information and expertise were there at his fingertips, though far too much to comprehend all at once. In the matter of only a few short moons he’d learned more than most would in several lifetimes, yet volumes remained unprocessed. Oftentimes it was the most insignificant environmental trigger that opened the floodgates. The sparkling reflection of light off water or the whisper of the wind through the trees would unstopper the dam, allowing for the deluge of pertinent information to pour through. At other times, all he needed to do was to concentrate on a subject and the information was there for him to access freely.

      Ryl recalled the words of Paasek; the alexen, after all were still a semi-sentient being and still capable of withholding information until the time was right.

      As expected, the traffic on the road was heavier leading toward the city. Almost immediately, they passed a merchant, along with a few small groups of riders. They were greeted cheerfully. Ryl was anxious, yet there was no inkling of the animosity or unveiled suspicion they had experienced from the hunters.

      Rumors of the battle at Serrate and the destruction of the processing facility for the tributes had likely yet to reach their ears. If the villagers had followed his instruction, they’d have released the guards captured from the facility the previous day. Information traveled quickly, yet the distance was vast. There seemed little possibility of a coordinated response from the Kingdom. Moreover, if the clues Ryl let slip were believed, it was the capital city of Leremont that would be preparing for assault.

      By the time the truth of what happened was uncovered, the Kingdom would have other, more significant issues to deal with.

      For much of the morning they rode in silence, the steady cadence of their hoofbeats on the road and the rush of the wind in their ears the only sounds. Though the ride was devoid of conversation, both he and Andr were far from complacent. Ryl scanned frequently with the mindsight, scouring the surrounding area for any sign of tribute or Lei Guard. Andr’s eyes were in a constant state of alert, darting across the landscape for any indication of disturbance.

      The pair paused shortly after midday, allowing their mounts to stop for a spell near the bank of a narrow stream. Ryl quickly rummaged through his pack, chewing hungrily on a thin strip of dried meat he’d brought for the trip. He leaned against the side of a thin tree, his eyes taking in the views of the horizon.

      Ryl guessed they’d covered over half the distance from Milstead to Cadsae Proper. From their location, the gently rolling hills to the west rose up overhead, blocking the view of the oppressive wall. The jagged, rocky tips of the Haven Mountains still towered over them in the far distance.

      Anticipation and nervousness were growing rapidly. There was no turning back from the course they’d set themselves upon. There were still so many variables yet to be ascertained. They needed all the information that they could gleam from the city to fill in the gaps.

      A muffled crunch in the loose gravel of the roadway signaled Andr’s approach from behind. Ryl pushed himself back from the tree, turning to greet the mercenary.

      “Let’s make haste. It would be wise to find lodging before nightfall. The city will be far busier than normal with the upcoming Harvest,” Andr said encouragingly.

      Ryl could feel the eagerness pulsing from the battle-hardened mercenary. He could sense the longing pouring out of him with every beat of his heart. For Ryl, it was the freedom of all tributes that drove him forward; that steered him with a magnetic pull that could not be denied.

      For Andr, it was only one. His son, Cray.

      They collected their horses, quickly easing them back into a canter, leaving the bank of the stream behind. The road in front of them ran uphill, a gradual slope that extended for several hundred meters. Andr rode a few lengths ahead of him, slowing his horse to a stop at the peak of the rise.

      To the south, the green fields and scattered forests ended in an unbroken line of blue. The Sea of Prosper stretched out before them, from turquoise waters near the shore to the deep blue at the point where it met the horizon. The contrast in the rich cerulean shades of the sea to the azure of the sky was startling.

      Following the shore from east to west, Ryl noted the few scattered villages spread out along the banks of the water. His heart skipped a beat when his eyes fell on the sprawling city in the west.

      Cadsae Proper.

      The port city was vast, spreading out for several miles along the edge of the sea. The most densely populated area, and most well defined in terms of construction, was centered around the corner of the wall, where the massive eastern palisade met its southern counterpart. Less than half a mile separated the edge of the wall from the sea. The southern stretch of the city was sandwiched between water and stone like the jaws of a vise. Further west, beyond the Pining Gate, the distance between wall and sea widened, to a point of nearly a mile across where it met the edge of the river that bisected The Stocks.

      On the opposite banks stood a large stone complex, connected by a single stone bridge. The terminal garrison; the last bastion outside of the safety of the top of the palisade. The last settlement of mankind. The farthest outpost they’d dare settle in the wastes of the Outlands.

      From their vantage, the eastern palisade filled a third of the horizon as it stretched from the city to the mountains in the north. The flattened tops of the guard towers stood above the wall in even succession, marking the waypoints for the patrolling guards.

      A single sliver of green extended out from the inside of The Stocks. Ryl recalled the hill at Thayers Rest. He’d begrudgingly tended the crops there only days before his encounter with Da’agryn. Days before the world he knew was turned upside down.

      He chuckled to himself as he thought of how dramatically his life had changed since then.

      His originally planned Harvest was now in less than three days. It was a curious thing that while he was inside The Stocks, he longed for time to slow. The torture, the labor, the animosity, were in a sense better than the unknown of the Harvest. It was preferred to be among the comfort of friends than the lonely prospects their future held. That reality was all the tributes knew. Now on the outside, he begged for the days to shorten. Every falling of the sun marked the end of another day. One less day before the tributes would be free.

      Ryl felt a wave of nausea roll over him as the visions of the processing facility flashed into his mind. He could still smell the sickening stench of refuse, excrement and death. It was one he knew would linger in his senses unforgettably. He felt the familiar heat rising in his veins; his hands balled into fists. His fingernails dug into his hardened skin as he squeezed them together with a fury that burned white hot.

      He searched the horizon one last time, eager to drink in the view again. Ryl turned to the side, finding his friend’s eyes regarding him. The look on Andr's face was one of understanding. A crooked smile tugged up slightly on the mercenary’s lips.

      “There they are, Ryl. Cadsae Proper. The Stocks,” his voice was rigid, yet Ryl could feel the underlying emotion struggling to break through.

      “Welcome back to where it all began, my friend.”
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      The steady gusts of wind picked up as they made their way ever closer to the coast. The cool breeze off the sea carried the hint of brine and dampness in the air. Ryl pulled the hoods of both cloaks lower over his head, lengthening the shadow that concealed his face.

      A bandage was wrapped tightly around his neck, covering both brands. They'd dabbed a section in the blood of a slab of meat Geshill had purchased from the butcher in Milstead. The stain, now lightly soaked through, would be believable evidence of an injury. One which might garner a few extra looks, but no undue attention.

      Security in Cadsae Proper had been an immediate concern for the advanced scouting trip. With painstaking care, Aldren had created a forged writ of absolution for Ryl in the event that they were stopped and questioned. Andr assured them that the occurrence would be unlikely as the city was far more interested in the festivities that would soon be unfolding across its domain. The thought of the joyous, carnival like atmosphere that descended upon it for the Harvest was revolting.

      He'd seen the celebrations atop the Palisades firsthand far too many times. He witnessed the feral, nearly uncontrollable glee of the sponsors bubble over into hoots and wails of emotion as their long-awaited prize was finally paraded before their eyes.

      The traffic on the road grew heavier as they neared the eastern entrance to Cadsae Proper. Citizens of all walks of life shared the path; in all likelihood, their purpose for traveling to the port city was the same. The volume of traffic on the road was daunting.

      Nobles, dressed in their finery, ringed by well-armed guards and retainers pushed their carriages through the throng of people that had begun clogging the road. Merchants, their wagons dusty and tired from miles of travel worked desperately to hawk their wares. Small groups of poorly clothed workers ambled by. The excited notes of their conversations were sickening. They knew not what they were cheering for.

      Ryl felt the pit open in his stomach as they passed a small family. The father was walking in the lead pulling a weary, old mule that carried his wife and young boy. The look of pure joy written across the face of the child as he gleefully reveled in the surrounding excitement turned Ryl’s stomach. He shook his head as he swallowed the bile that had escaped his gut.

      The boy appeared nearly old enough for his own Ascertaining.

      Did they know what they were cheering for?

      Ryl pulled his horse to a stop along the side of the road. The throng of travelers continued by, their eyes set on the event that lured them in from all across Damaris. Andr slowly worked his way back through the crowd, wading upstream against the flow of humanity. He stopped alongside Ryl’s horse.

      “What’s wrong?” the mercenary asked.

      The dreaded tendrils of doubt, of apprehension, of fear began to squeeze their way into his senses.

      How could they hope to affect any change with the numbers that still believed the tributes were a curse, a stain on the pure society they revered?

      “Do you think the Kingdom’s ready?” Ryl asked quietly. “Do you think these people are ready for change?”

      His eyes paused momentarily on the face of the joyous child as he surveyed the scene around him. The boy smiled, an unrestrained grin that spread from ear to ear as he waved with jubilant fervor. Ryl exhaled a deep, defeated breath. His shoulders slumped, and his head lowered.

      Andr scrutinized the faces of the crowd that pushed steadily onward.

      “You know as well as I that one act will not sway the minds of all,” Andr cautioned. “All those here are a product of generations before them, who’ve lived knowing nothing different. Whether they change their minds now or not, it’s immaterial. They need to see the truth, Ryl.”

      Ryl raised his head, meeting the eyes of the mercenary. There was a fire burning in them the likes of which he hadn’t seen. They’d known each other for a relatively short amount of time in the grand scheme of things, yet their travels had brought them past the edge of the world and back. They’d survived the sea’s fury, the abominations of the Outlands and the forgotten horrors of the mountain’s depths. Ryl knew he’d have perished without the steadfast determination of the mercenary.

      His friend.

      The conviction in Andr’s eyes washed any last residue of the lingering doubt from his mind.

      “The truth they will see, my friend,” Ryl acknowledged. “Thank you for saving me, Andr. On more occasions that I care to count. Thank you for bringing me back from the brink.”

      Andr looked thoroughly surprised by the statement, though the start of a smile flashed across his face.

      “I think we’re about even in those regards,” he admitted. “That first time, in Tabenville, I couldn’t rightfully explain it, yet something drew me to you. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again. I’ll follow you to the end, Ryl.”

      Andr reached out clapping him on the shoulder. He wheeled his horse, aligning it with the direction of the traffic, toward the sprawling city in the distance.

      “We need to make haste. I’m afraid few choices for lodging will remain,” Andr said.

      Ryl nodded in reply, following the mercenary as he spurred his horse onward toward the city.

      He meant every word of what he’d said. He’d have been lost without the steadfast support of the mercenary. He was lucky to have a friend of his caliber.

      The road ahead wandered over the flat terrain in roughly a westerly direction. The slow curves and swells never traveled far from the edge of the water to the south. Ahead, the torches of the vast, spreading city had already begun flickering on in many places; illuminating pinpoints of light in the fading illumination of the day.

      Ryl had never the opportunity to see much of the city prior to now. Cadsae Proper stretched well beyond the end of the Palisades that loomed over them like a shadow. Around the outskirts of the city a second wall, nowhere near the height or width of the Palisades, had attempted to establish a boundary. In many places, the narrow barrier had failed to stop the sprawl of humanity. The houses that sprouted from the ground outside the barricade were small, rundown and lacking in any true sense of forward planning or cooperative order.

      The road split in two well before it reached the city’s boundaries. Even from the distance, the disparity was evident. Just beyond where the tracks separated, the southern roadway widened, and closely spaced cobblestones paved the surface. The land on both sides of the road was dotted with well-manicured trees, beds of flowers and benches for relaxing. A large gate spanned the road, and Ryl could see the masts of the ships resting in their berths in the ports in the distance.

      The northern fork in the roadway remained unpaved, a hard-packed dirt track wrought with ruts. The uneven dirt road was home to small shacks that had been built to accommodate those not privileged enough to live inside the city’s domain. The traffic following the main road was steady, with few daring to make the trek up the northern extremity.

      Like all cities, there were clear divisions between the differing classes of society. In Cadsae Proper, the areas south of the Palisades, between the sea and the stone, were home to the highest echelons of society. The mansions grew ever more impressive the further one travelled to the west before reaching the river. Along the east side of the towering wall lived those who were less fortunate.

      Andr explained that the gritty Eastern Ward, as it was known, was home to the bulk of the laborers—the manpower behind the thriving industry that had grown in the port city. Here, the view of the sea was blocked by the tall stone houses to their south. Here, the sun set earlier as the shadow of the palisade prematurely cut out the last stretch of daylight.

      Andr steered his horse from the main path, following the unpaved road toward the north. The traffic here was scant. Few ventured off the main thoroughfare, and those who did walked with their heads down. The din of the crowded street behind them quickly faded. The thrum of the hoofbeats of their mounts rang out through the quieting air like the beating of a drum. Closer to the sea, the air had smelled a pleasant mixture of briny salt from the water and the sweet aroma from the gardens that lined the avenue. In this direction on the other hand, growing hints of refuse and decay assaulted their noses as they steadily approached the dilapidated buildings.

      The sun had already fallen below the rim of the palisade. The way was lined with an unevenly spaced scattering of torches and lanterns, and it wasn’t long before they were swallowed beneath the long, dark shadow that blanketed the rundown residences of the East Ward in an inky gloom. From outside of The Stocks, the umbrage of the massive wall felt less oppressive. Though the sky overhead still held onto the light of day, the early darkness from the wall was off-putting.

      Disconcerting as it was, the citizens residing underneath its shadow were comforted by the feeling of security it provided. Nearly ten thousand guards resided within the city and the surrounding garrison. Impenetrable walls separated them from the memories of the legendary beasts of the Outlands.

      They had no concept of the horrors present beyond those stone barriers that imparted them with a false sense of security.

      Ryl knew firsthand the true terror that lurked beyond the walls.

      The unmistakable odor of human waste grew as they weaved their way through the narrowing pathway that led into the city. Toiling inside The Stocks, Ryl's life had been sheltered from the outside world. He had grown up naive to the opposing stations that comprised the world outside the Palisades.

      The hovels that had been hastily erected outside the low retaining wall that surrounded Cadsae Proper were composed entirely of wood and thatch. The quality of the materials and the imperfections in the design and application reminded Ryl of the inadequate work camps within The Stocks. He’d spent far too much time inside their shelter throughout the cycles. Most of the buildings they passed leaned slightly to one side, as if the winds blowing from the sea were slowly forcing them over. Large gaps could be seen in their walls, giving a minute glimpse into the lives within.

      “Where are you leading us?” Ryl ask quietly. Though he could see no eyes, he could feel their progress being followed from inside the shadows of the houses. Andr turned his head slightly toward Ryl as he responded. His gaze surreptitiously moved across the street. His hand hovered close to the hilt of his blade.

      “There is likely no lodging left within any of the more reputable establishments in Cadsae Proper,” Andr explained. “I know of one that's bound to have a room available still. Though it's been a long time since I've had the need.”

      Andr trailed off as his sentence finished. His face registered the beginning of a wicked grim, before morphing into an unexpected sadness. The extreme duality of the emotions was curious to Ryl, though he asked not. He knew Andr would reveal to him the information when the timing was right.

      “Know that, in general, this city is a relatively safe environment. People here have little fear of undue violence. The area we're bound for being the exception,” Andr said softly. “There will always be those who prey on the misfortune of others. I needn't warn you to keep your wits about you.”

      The narrow gate through the city’s outer wall approached rapidly as they pushed their way through the dimly lit, decrepit aisle between the leaning shacks. There were a surprising number of guards gathered on either side of the rundown gate, though none seemed to be paying much attention to the happenings around them. On one side of the stone gate, the group conversed in a small huddle. On the opposite side, one guard rested comfortably in a rickety wooden chair, while his partner leaned heavily against the wall. Unlike the guards Ryl had grown up accustomed to seeing inside the walls of The Stocks, these carried steel blades, not ironwood batons.

      Andr made no note of the guards, keeping his head down as he calmly steered his horse through the opening between them. To Ryl, the tension and readiness that his friend carried in his shoulders was apparent. He followed slowly in his wake, his hand resting not far from the reach of his blade. Out of the corner of his eyes he saw the heads of several turn their direction, carefully tracking their movements. Their eyes spoke of distrust, yet none made a motion or sound to disrupt their travel.

      Once through the gauntlet of guards, Andr carefully increased his pace. Ryl followed the experienced mercenary, though his ears were trained for the sounds of the guards behind them.

      He was relieved as no evidence of pursuit or warning trailed them into the city.

      Inside the gate of the East Ward, the buildings grew substantially sturdier, yet a far cry from the comforts Ryl had experienced in Vim. He was certain that attempting to compare any city in the whole of Damaris to the wonders that were contained in the hidden city would leave him sorely disappointed.

      The buildings inside the East Ward were a mix of wood and stone. Their crude, weathered facades were poorly maintained, showing a patchwork of ages of neglect amidst newly repaired areas. The air inside the walls of the city was stagnant, allowing the fetid stench to thicken to a fog like quality. The streets were littered with piles of refuse. Torchlight escaped from houses on both sides of the narrow alley, flooding the laden air with a muted glow.

      There were few others on the street. Those they encountered seemed quick to seek the concealment of the shadows, hastening away with purpose.

      “Is that the usual detail for the city’s entrance?” Ryl quizzed quietly.

      “No. I’ve never seen a guard stationed there in all the cycles that I’ve come,” Andr replied. His eyes were diligent as they catalogued their surroundings.

      “Even for the Harvest,” he added softly. “Something feels off. I’d like to get off the street before nightfall. Let’s make haste.”

      Ryl agreed. The hesitant, even worrisome attitude of the citizens they’d encountered bordered on fear. What were they afraid of?

      Ryl scanned the area with his mindsight. They were yet too far from The Stocks to sense the tributes inside. Thankfully there was no sign of the tainted blackness that he’d come to understand as the Lei Guard.

      The mercenary increased his pace, spurring his horse into a slow trot. They rode toward the base of the looming palisade a short distance before turning to the right, heading north into the city. The further into the center of the mass of buildings they traveled, the more rundown the constructions again became. Here there seemed to be no thought given to maintenance of either shop or residence alike. In most cases, Ryl couldn’t tell if the houses were even occupied.

      In the distance, the sound of people speaking began as nothing more than a dull rumble. The barely perceptible murmur of conversation grew into a cacophony of voices, each talking over one another. The dull thrum of music fought desperately to carry over the din. The two sounds were locked in a constant competition with one another, each achieving nothing more than making the other unintelligible.

      The avenue they followed deposited them in entered a busy square that opened beyond.at the end of the alley. The numbers of people, though not overwhelming, was dramatically in contrast to the handful they had passed to this point. The activity was focused on a large building that dominated the entire side of the square to the north.

      Andr reined his horse to a stop.

      “We’re here,” he chuckled, inclining his head toward the building at their front.

      “Welcome to The Proper’s East.”
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      Ryl cocked his head slightly to the side as he looked at the bemused expression on the face of the mercenary.

      “Aye. It’s every bit as bad as it seems, and yet it’s probably the safest place in all Cadsae Proper to spend the night,” Andr chucked. “Follow me. There’s a stable around the side.”

      If Ryl’s faith in the mercenary hadn’t been confirmed time and time again, he’d have thought his friend had gone mad. With a shrug of his shoulders, he wheeled his horse, trailing Andr around the western edge of the crowd.

      The Proper’s East occupied a sprawling complex. The western half of the massive two story building had a porch that was covered by a balcony that jutted out from the second floor. Large double doors on both floors gave a view of the revelry that was commencing within. A mass of people spilled out from the interior on both levels, silhouetted against the light and sound that poured from within. Even from the distance, Ryl could tell that most were thoroughly intoxicated.

      Both balcony and porch stopped midway around the building, dividing the structure nearly in half. Past that point, the windows were all shuttered, though he could make out the barely noticeable sparks of light that snuck out through the cracks.

      Few acknowledged their presence as they traversed the edge of the square, passing around the side of The Proper’s East to enter into a cramped alley. The stable at the end was busy, though there was more than enough room available for both their mounts. After the sight of the haggard buildings they’d passed in the East Ward, not to mention the level of debauchery within the tavern, Ryl was pleasantly surprised by the cleanliness of the stable’s interior.

      A pair of stable hands politely gathered their mounts, leading them to adjacent stalls toward the far end of the stable. They both had the appearance of soldiers, not stable hands. They were lean, yet well-muscled. Each wore swords comfortably on either hip and walked with the swagger of men who were well accustomed to the blade. Andr thanked them, flipping both a pair of coins.

      “A coin for the Proper’s Maiden,” Andr spoke calmly, yet cryptically.

      The workers exchanged a momentary look; one wheeled about, hastening back toward the entrance. The second simply nodded his head slightly, he took a single step backward before turning and following his companion back toward his station near the entrance.

      Ryl watched discretely as the first exited the stable through a door along the side wall that it shared with the tavern. The second stopped at the entrance to the stable, crossing his arms to lean against the wall in a pose that conveyed boredom. Though the relaxed stance spoke to an unprepared, lackadaisical approach, judging by the eyes, Ryl could tell the position defied the true preparedness of the man. His eyes were in a constant state of surveil; his hands never far from the hilt of his blades.

      “Bring your pack, leave the rest here,” Andr said. “Fear not. It'll be safe.”

      The mercenary threw his pack over his shoulder, patting Ryl on the back as he moved toward the door. The guard at the door seemingly paid them no mind as they exited the stable into the narrow alley.

      Andr moved quickly, stopping at a door along the side of The Proper’s East.

      “Say nothing until I give the word,” Andr whispered. “It's been a long time since I've been here, yet I've never known her to negate a promise.”

      Ryl squinted his eyes at the mercenary.

      “A story for another time, I'm afraid,” Andr admitted with a forced grin as he pushed his way into The Proper’s East.

      Ryl was wholly unprepared for the sweeping assault on his senses as the door opened. The creaking of the hinges was immediately drowned out by the volume of the group inside. The heat from the roaring fire burning away in the large hearth along the left-hand wall added to the combined body heat of the mass of people inside. The temperature was near sweltering yet seeped into his bones with a comforting warmth.

      He'd grown strangely accustomed to the thick, off-putting, rotted, and stagnant scent that permeated the East Ward. A tidal wave of aromas washed over them as the air sucked out through the open door. The acrid smell of smoke combined with the mouthwatering scent of freshly made stew. The combination worked in consort to partially overpower the stink of stale ale, human odor and a tinge of vomit.

      No one paid them any mind as the made their way across the expanse of the large room. Smaller tables lined the wall on three sides, while long tables were scattered across the center of the room in an uneven pattern. A long bar spanned nearly the entirety of the wall on the opposite side of the room. Behind it, a row of large casks lay on their sides, held aloft by a thick wooden stand. The golden colored brew that spewed from their taps poured in a stream that seemed never-ending. For every tankard filled, a second waited empty in the wings. There was a single, large door squeezed in the middle of the barrels, presumably leading to a kitchen behind. A veritable army of women carrying either plates or mugs of ale worked their way through the crowded room.

      Along the wall to their right a small group of musicians played feverishly on their instruments. Their sounds, though harmonic and loud, were largely ignored by the revelers in the tavern.

      Ryl followed Andr through the throng of people, weaving a path along the left wall of the room. A balcony circled the room on the second floor; occasional bits of food and errant sloshes of ale dripped down from above.

      The convoluted path they traced led to the left end of the crowded bar. Andr slapped a coin down on its surface. The metallic thump drew the attention of the surly barkeep who looked mildly annoyed, yet ambled over in their direction nonetheless.

      “What'll ya be having?” The raspy voice rang out loud over the din of the crowd.

      Andr slid the coin across the bar.

      “I'm here for one of your finer vintages,” he replied.

      The barkeep greedily snatched the coin from the surface of the bar, moving quickly off to their left. Just beyond the end of the bar he stopped, pausing long enough to whisper into the ear of the stern faced worker who stood at its end. Past this point, the remaining corner of the wall, only a space of a few meters, was nearly lost in the gloom of the shadow from the balcony above. Ryl noted the presence of a discrete, closed door.

      The barkeep glanced over his shoulder, shaking his thumb in their direction. Ryl could feel the cold eyes of the man along the wall landing on them. He squinted slightly, before crossing his muscular arms across his chest.

      It was clear to Ryl the man was no ordinary servant. At almost the same stature as Ramm, he was a veritable giant. Like the men in the stable, his appearance and demeanor were those of an experienced soldier. After a moment, the barkeep returned, leaning forward close enough that his voice wouldn't carry past its intended ears.

      “We have a private room for the vintage you seek,” the barkeep muttered waving his hand toward the closed door.

      Andr replied with a nod before pushing back off the bar. Ryl followed a pace behind as they forged a direct path to the hulking man by the closed door. The guardian of the door made a brief visual inspection of both Ryl and Andr. His face scrunched into a disapproving scowl as his eyes fell on Ryl’s hooded face. His eyes squinted as they attempted to peer through the veil of darkness. After a moment of scrutiny, the man grunted, unfolding his arms and opening the door at his side. He ushered the pair inside with a wide sweep of his free arm, following them, closing the door behind them with an audible click.

      The room they entered was nothing more than a dimly lit, shallow entryway. The walls on either side were close, barely wider than the span of his arms. Both were lined nearly floor to ceiling with narrow, individually numbered doors. The edges were trimmed with an ornately decorated border, the center appeared to be covered in a deep red fabric. Each was identified only by a thin numbered, silver plaque tacked into the wood of the upper edge. Several held keys hanging from the lock build into the lower trim; the majority did not.

      “Remove your blades,” came the authoritative voice of the man from behind them. “Into number twenty-four.”

      Andr was already in the process of removing the belt that held both his swords. Ryl followed suit, removing the sword at his hip, sliding it into the like numbered opening in the wall. The interior of the lockers was cushioned with a thick, padded cloth, similar to that on the doors. The fabric was soft to the touch and likely cost a fortune. Ryl pondered the necessity for the trivial expense. The thought of being separated from the Leaves that were still concealed behind his back was daunting. Andr must have read his expression, nodding subtly to signal the necessity The bouncer eyed them impatiently as Ryl removed and stored his custom leather holster. Once satisfied that both were unarmed, he removed the small key with a slight twist of his hand, sealing the enclosure, disguising its contents from prying eyes.

      The brute rudely pushed past, turning as he reached the door opposite that which they entered. He wheeled back toward them, interlocking his fingers and cracking them as he stretched out his arms, flexing his bulging muscles. The sound echoed through the tiny chamber like thunder.

      “I don’t think I need to discourage you from causing any trouble inside,” he grumbled. “There will be no warnings.”

      He held out his hand, dropping the key unceremoniously into Andr’s palm.

      Without waiting for a response, he lowered his hand, balling it into a fist and hammering it against the door behind him. He rang out a pair of solid thumps before pausing for a moment, adding a second set.

      A moment later his call was acknowledged by the sound of keys turning in the lock from the opposite end. The brute stepped aside as the door opened to the sight of an equally powerfully muscled man.

      “Enjoy,” was all the first bouncer grumbled, his face contorting ever so slightly into a pathetic attempt at a forced smile.

      Without a pause, Andr stepped forward, Ryl followed in his wake. The man who’d opened the door moved from their path, revealing a room that was a world apart from the seedy tavern they’d just left. He motioned for them to follow.

      The interior of the large room was immaculate. The walls were painted white with swirling silver designs etched onto their canvas. The delicate patterns formed symmetrical floral scenes on both sides of the room. The ceiling stretched two floors high, and in the corners, long folded curtains reached down to the floor. The deep red fabric shimmered in the low light of the lanterns, glistening with a metallic quality. There were comfortable looking couches arranged in perfect order along the walls. Between them stood artfully carved tables, each holding a beautifully adorned vase teeming with flowers.

      Inset into the large, polished tiles of the floor and dominating the center of the room was a square pool. Petals of red flowers floated gracefully on the surface of the crystal-clear water. A pair of gently curving staircases on either side of the room led up to a balcony on the second floor. Their surface was covered in a carpet that matched the red of the curtains and upholstery of the couches that rested along the walls. A large ornately decorated desk sat in the center of the room beyond the pool; behind it sat an exceptionally well-dressed woman. She smiled warmly as they entered.

      Gone was the overwhelming stench of the tavern. In its place was a soothing floral aroma.

      Gone were the noises. The din was replaced by an unintelligible whisper of hushed conversation. There was a quiet splashing and a gentle lapping of water on the side of the pool.

      Gone were the boisterous crowds. In their place, a score of women lounged around on the comfortable cushions of the couches or reclined easily in the clear waters of the pool. All were either completely nude, or draped seductively in sheer clothing that left very little to the imagination.

      Ryl was immediately thankful for the cloak that shrouded his face in shadow. He could feel the heat on his cheeks and was sure the redness would have betrayed his immense surprise. His heart raced at the unexpected newness of the situation. His short life had so far afforded him no time for love, or carnal pleasures. He had rarely seen more of a woman's skin than the extremities which showed beyond the extent of her garments. Caught off guard, he nearly stumbled as he stepped forward following Andr and the bouncer. It was with effort that he averted his eyes, maintaining his focus on the back of the mercenary in front of him.

      Without a word, the man led them around the pool to the stairs on the left side of the room. He could hear the soft giggles and coos of the women as they passed by. He could feel their eyes following them as they ascended the stairs to the second floor.

      In the center of the balcony above, there was a small lounge adorned with similar furniture to that of the lower level. From either side of the lounge a dimly lit hallway led deeper into the brothel’s interior. The floor was covered in the same soft red carpet that had blanketed the stairs. Their feet made barely more than a muted thump as they continued down the hallway.

      Evenly spaced, numbered doors lined both sides of the long hallway; all were shut. Though he tried not to focus on the noises, the unmistakable sound of flesh slapping against flesh and moans of pleasure filtered through the doors.

      Nearly halfway down the hallway, the bouncer stopped, turning to the door on his right. The dark wood featured an ornately scripted “Eight” carefully etched into its face. His gentle knock on the thick wooden door belied the strength of his bulging arms.

      A moment later, a muffled, coarse female voice bid them enter.

      He opened the door, moving a step across the threshold. The bouncer held the door ajar, waving his arm forward, beckoning Ryl and Andr into the room. His eyes followed them as they shuffled past, and he stepped inside after, closing the door behind him.

      Ryl took a moment to survey the new room they’d entered. Thankfully, it was not a bedroom, but a stately adorned office. The lush red fabric covered the corners of the walls, leaving ample space for the large pieces of artwork that hung between them. Most images were scenes of serene natural settings, though a few were of women posed confidently in the nude.

      To their left, a small circular table sat in the middle of the room. Four high backed chairs ringed its perimeter, and four sets of silver waited eagerly on either side of glossy white plates. At the end of the room was a massive desk, seemingly too large for the room it inhabited. A wall of pleated red fabric hung from floor to ceiling a few meters behind.

      Sitting with her head down, a plain clothed woman readily scratched away on the ledger spread across the table in front of her. It was a few moments before she finished her writing, carefully placing the pen down, closing the large book, sliding it to the side. A single coin remained on the table in front of her.

      She leaned back in her chair, tilting her head to the side, appraising them from afar.

      “Step closer. These eyes don’t work quite as well as they used too,” her scratchy voice was hushed yet seemed to reverberate through the chamber.

      Andr stepped forward, Ryl followed a pace behind just off the mercenary’s right shoulder. Something felt off about the room that he couldn’t place. His eyes rapidly studied the entirety. The woman had her hands folded comfortably on the table before her. She was small in stature, her face wizened with age yet kind. Her long silver hair was tied up casually into a bun that sat atop her head.

      The curtain behind the desk, closer to the right wall shifted ever so slightly at its folds. He picked up the unmistakable creaking of a bow stretched to its peak.

      The alexen in his blood coursed through his veins. He readied the speed and the wind should they be needed.

      He stopped alongside Andr a few meters from the table. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught the grin from the mercenary standing at his side.

      Behind the desk, the woman collected the coin that remained on the surface. Her attention shifted from them to the gold in her hand. She examined it with a reverent care that was curious.

      “There are few who would offer their gold to the Maiden. Few who knew the words you spoke,” she said questioningly as she carefully placed the coin down on the desk. “The last I heard, all had been dead for cycles.”

      The woman rose slowly to her feet, rounding the table and stopping in front of Andr. She moved gracefully, with a lithe gait that belied her apparent age. Her eyes catalogued Andr curiously for several moments.

      “I can clearly see my information was wrong,” she said with a smile.

      “Aye, that it was,” Andr said quietly. “Hello, Breila. It’s been too long.”
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      Ryl watched as the smile spread across the woman's face. An unseen weight seemed to peel from off her shoulders; she stood taller. Her posture straightened. Her eyes sparkled with the added moisture that welled in their corners. She took a quick step forward folding her arms around the mercenary.

      Ryl stood silent, his eyes carefully observing the room suspiciously throughout the exchange. After what seemed like an eternity, the woman broke from the embrace, stepping back, eyeing the mercenary. Her amber colored eyes catalogued Andr, moving from head to toe, then back again.

      After a moment, her gaze traveled to the bouncer still standing guard a few steps behind.

      “Thank you, Findel. You and your men can stand down,” she said calmly.

      Ryl heard the distinct creak of the bows as the tension was released from their limbs. A pair of muffled footsteps hastily moved behind the curtained false wall. He tracked the wave of motion as the curtains shifted from the wake of their movement. The soft click of a door announced their exit.

      “Please, fetch us food,” Breila called to the bouncer, who'd yet to move from his station. “And a bottle of wine from my private cellar.”

      “Yes, ma'am,” was all he replied with a shallow bow as he retreated from the room.

      The tension Ryl felt hanging in the air diffused immediately. He exhaled a long, slow breath of relief as he relinquished his tentative hold over the powers at his command.

      “Let us sit,” she said eagerly. “For I am anxious to hear the tale of how you've arisen from the dead.”

      She moved to the table. Andr was a step ahead, pulling her chair out for her, waiting patiently as she gracefully eased herself into its comfortable embrace. The chair slid noiselessly across the tile floor as he eased her closer to the table. She leaned her elbows on the wooden surface, interlocking her fingers.

      “Does your friend have a name?” Breila asked rhetorically. “Or a face?”

      Andr chuckled as he rounded to his chair. He nodded at Ryl as he motioned for him to sit.

      “Fear not, Ryl. We're in the company of a trusted friend,” Andr assured him.

      Ryl was reluctant to remove his hood, though at the urging of Andr he obliged. He bowed slightly as he greeted Breila.

      “It's a pleasure to meet you,” he announced politely, letting a wave of sincerity flow over the woman seated across from him. She shifted slightly in her chair, and her smile grew wider. He cringed in discomfort as her appraising eyes roved over the entirety of his body, stopping on the bloodied bandage on his neck.

      “He's young, Andr,” she paused mid-sentence. Ryl watched the expression on her face shift as her words triggered an uncertain memory.

      “Could it be?” She gasped.

      “No, Breila,” Andr said shaking his head. “I'm afraid that part of the story contains the truth. Cray tested positive for alexen. His mother gave him up while I was away.”

      She leaned forward, reaching out her hand, placing it delicately on top of Andr's.

      “I'm sorry, my old friend,” she lamented as she squeezed his hand. “It's curious timing for your arrival. Or should I say, rise from the dead? His Harvest wouldn't be in a matter of days, would it?”

      “No, his won't be for several cycles,” Andr spat at the thought.

      A knock on the door heralded the return of the bouncer with food and wine. Ryl quickly replaced the hood over his face as Breila beckoned the man into her quarters.

      The bouncer entered with a server in tow, a large silver platter balanced carefully on his hand. Steam wafted off plates laden with heaped portions of food. Breila was served first, with food then wine, followed by Andr and Ryl. She lifted the crystal goblet in front of her gently, swirling the deep red wine before inhaling the appealing aromas. She took an approving sip before leaning her head back with a visible sigh. With her endorsing smile, the bouncer and server nodded, leaving the large tankard of wine on the table politely before hastening from the room. Ryl again removed his hood once the click of the latch signaled their exit.

      “Though I'm overjoyed to see you alive and well, the timing of your reappearance and your company is peculiar,” she stated. “I must admit that my curiosity is piqued. I'm eager to hear the telling, for knowing you, the story will be interesting."

      Andr chuckled as he raised the wine to his lips, taking a liberal sip. Ryl indulged in a small sip of the red liquor, letting the mild burn of the alcohol warm his insides.

      “And the story is unusual. Even for my standards,” Andr admitted with a grin.

      His face quickly changed back to a stern seriousness.

      “Though I'm sorry that there are details that I cannot elaborate on,” he added.

      Breila leaned back into the soft back of her chair, her smile warm. Her face shone with an uncompromising understanding.

      “Andr, has it been so long, that you've forgotten the commitment that we share?” Her voice was calm and unassuming. “Our secrets will accompany us to the grave. Yet your discretion is neither unwarranted nor requires apology.”

      The mercenary seemed disarmed by the statement. Ryl’s steadfast defender—who in the history of their friendship had remained in a state of perpetual alertness—seemed to let his guard slip. What secrets did these two share?

      With a deep breath, Andr embarked on an abbreviated tale of the life he'd lived since his disappearance many cycles earlier. Between bites of the delectable fare, he recounted the abridged tale of his wife's ultimate betrayal. After Cray was condemned to The Stocks she had abandoned their relatively simple life. Her station was raised; she willingly embraced the decadence of her child's sponsor. While his wife enjoyed her life of excess, his had revolved around the bottle. All the alcohol that he could consume did little to quench the burning agony of loss that seethed inside him.

      He told of his disgruntled service in the guard and his employ with an unnamed lord. His current assignment had taken him to the end of the world and back. Andr omitted all references to The Stocks and Lord Eligar. Thankfully the phrenics, Vim, and the Outlands were removed as well.

      Breila had sat attentively listening throughout Andr's recounting of the last several cycles of activity. She interrupted politely on a few occasions, seeking clarity on a few points. Her questioning was genuine, her words kind. Ryl felt no indication that she was probing for the sensitive information that the mercenary had omitted. Though she knew there was far more to the story, she accepted the answers given without complaint.

      They had all picked away casually at their food, and by the end of the tale, their plates were still half full. Ryl took a small bite of the flavorful, roasted white meat. Though nearly cold, the meat was juicy and tender. He washed it down with a small sip of the surprisingly refreshing wine.

      “So, is your current assignment here within our fine city?” Breila asked at the conclusion of his story.

      “Cadsae Proper is a stopping point, yet our destination lies elsewhere,” Andr replied cryptically.

      Breila took another large sip of her wine, finishing her glass. She stood, liberally refilling hers from the tankard on the table. She circled behind them, topping off both of their goblets, before returning to her seat. She swirled the glass in her hand, gazing into the spinning liquid for a moment. When her head rose, her eyes fell not on Andr, but upon Ryl.

      “And what purpose does your young friend serve in all of this?” She inquired. “That he accompanies you on the current task for your mysterious lord, I understand. He hasn't the look of a sell sword. And by that, I mean no offense.”

      “I assure you, none was taken,” Ryl replied politely.

      “In truth, it is I who am in the service of our young friend,” Andr admitted. “Innocent as he may look, I assure you he is more than capable.”

      Breila’s eyebrows raised slightly at the comment. Her eyes studied Ryl for a few moments.

      “Well, Ryl, if Andr vouches for you, then my doors will be open for you,” she said with a smile. “What is it you need from me? As flattered as I would be, I know the visit isn't purely social in nature.”

      “Unfortunately, it isn't. Though it is truly a wonder to see you again,” Andr replied honestly. “Our needs are few. We are looking for lodging for a few nights.”

      “If that is all, I can easily oblige,” she said with a small chuckle and a wink. “Would you prefer lodging with the comforts of companionship?”

      It was Andr's turn to laugh at the comment.

      “No, thank you,” he replied. “We'd prefer lodging that was slightly more discreet if you still have any available.”

      “I've tried for cycles to get your stubborn mercenary to take me up on the offer, yet the answer has always been the same,” she spoke to Ryl with a grin. “Take a lesson from him, my young friend.”

      As she took a large sip of her wine, Ryl was surprised to see a flash of unbridled emotion register across her face. The moisture that welled up in the corners of her eyes disappeared after a long blink.

      “You're one of the last of a dying breed, my friend,” Breila responded. “Your usual room has sat vacant nearly as long as you have been gone.”

      “Thank you, Breila,” Andr said with a genuine show of emotion that Ryl rarely witnessed from the hardened mercenary. “Over the last cycle, I've come to realize that there is far more at work in Damaris than meets the eye. There are far more wonders in this world. And there are more people left worth fighting for.”

      “Please make no mention of it. It is I who am forever in your debt,” she acknowledged.

      Ryl watched as a profound look passed between the pair. Andr nodded his head subtly, and a small smile encroached on the corners of his lips.

      “What news from the city over the past cycle?” Ryl asked politely, changing the conversation. “I’m afraid we've been out of touch for quite some time.”

      With her lingering gaze still resting on Andr, Breila leaned back, resting her head against the high back of her chair. She stroked a long gray lock of stray hair absently with her free hand.

      “The city has been in a nearly perpetual state of upheaval since the last Harvest,” she sighed. “The unexpected actions of the captain caused quite the tremor. We still feel the reverberations today. There were those who called for his head.”

      “Was the captain deposed?” Ryl asked curiously. He tried to maintain a straight face and an even keel. He was determined not to let his emotions get the better of him.

      “Had not the news of the recently deceased Master reached the populace in time, it’s likely he would have,” Breila related. “There are still rumors that say it was the captain himself who buried his blade in the master and his henchman. Others say it was a vengeful spirit. I’m afraid none can say for sure. When the truth surrounding the disappearance of the previous sub-master leaked as well, the revulsion spilled over.”

      Andr exchanged a quick glance with Ryl as Breila continued.

      “A rift has formed in what had been a complacent city. A distinct split defined by the sentiment toward an unseen few. The captain made his stance crystal clear when he shook the hand of the final tribute of the Harvest. His stunt gained him immediate notoriety. He became a hero to some, a pariah to most. Lucky for him, a good portion of the guard he captained stood beside him, whether for sentiment or loyalty sake.”

      “What did the King have to say about it?” Andr inquired.

      Breila chuckled quietly to herself.

      “The King was furious as were a large number of the nobles,” she acknowledged, her eyes wandering as her voice trailed off on a tangent. “Their agitation has required calming. We’ve never been busier catering to the pillars of society as they drowned their sorrows in the comfort of deft hands.”

      Her eyes refocused as she looked between Ryl and Andr, continuing her tale.

      “The previous master, Delsith, had shared a similar sentiment as that of the King,” she confided. “Their undying hatred toward the tributes held nearly no bounds. The city has become unsafe for those who openly express mild or indifferent sentiments toward the tributes. Ridicule amongst their peers is commonplace, and so to—to a startling degree—has been violence. The message from the King has been clear. The assaults have gone unprosecuted, conveniently buried behind layer after layer of political clout.”

      “Has the captain not sought for their persecution himself?” Andr asked.

      “He has,” Breila explained. “As a result, a handful of his more vocal supporters have vanished under increasingly disturbing circumstances. The King appointed a Councilor of The Stocks, a vile man by the name of Sir Maklan to oversee the area before the situation grew further out of control.”

      She shook her head at the mention of his name. Ryl looked on curiously as anger grew momentarily in her eyes.

      “That man is a monster. Most of the girls are too terrified to go near him when he comes calling. He has a penchant for violence and a superiority that knows no bounds,” she hissed. “He quickly blamed the disappearances on dereliction of duty and their cases were closed. There was no question that their faces will never again be seen among the living. The captain has been all but stripped of his authority. While he retains symbolic command over the guard and the title of Master of The Stocks, he’s merely a figurehead. All meaningful orders now originate with the councilor.”

      Though he was not entirely unsurprised, the news unsettled Ryl. The simple act of a handshake, though only the tip of the iceberg as far as his deeds had been concerned, had been a tipping point for so many. The captain had to have known that his action would draw the ire of the nobles and the King, yet he had done so willingly.

      Ryl was awash with conflicting emotions. On one hand, he was energized that the support for the captain had been profound. He knew that not all would change their minds so easily. That the captain had surrounded himself, surrounded the tributes with those who were loyal, or even shared a similar sentiment with him, was encouraging. The possibility that the captain had groomed a force even larger was exhilarating.

      On the other hand, there was a deep sense of revulsion. Blood had been spilled over a simple handshake. The act had cost innocent men and women their lives. They had been slaughtered for the sin of standing up for what was right. He struggled to quiet his racing mind.

      A single handshake between two men had caused a ripple effect.

      In two days, they would give them something that would shake Damaris to its core.
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      The conversation with Breila had turned to lighter subjects. Ryl found that he enjoyed time spent with the pair, though his own curiosity was roused as no further light was shed on their previous dealings. They bantered like siblings separated by time—laughed over stories, lamented changes and mourned over acquaintances lost too early.

      Though she had not been directly asked her opinion on the matter, Ryl was confident he knew where she stood in relation to the tributes. As unexpected as the friendship was, he welcomed any additional support behind the cause.

      Ryl knew not how for long they had been enjoying her company, yet he knew the hour to be getting late. For the majority of their impromptu meeting, he’d savored the sense of freedom from the weight of destiny and of purpose—he was merely a free man enjoying the good company of friends over wine and food. Regretfully, the night had to end.

      There was much that needed to be done.

      Breila daintily stifled a yawn with the palm of her hand, rising from her seat at the table.

      “Andr, my friend, I’m afraid that I must excuse myself for the evening,” she said as she puckered her lips into a slight frown. “Though I grow weary, I have enjoyed myself more tonight than I have in cycles. My heart is lighter knowing that you’re still alive.”

      She moved gracefully from her seat at the table crossing behind the large desk near the back of the room. She reached into a drawer behind the desk, retrieving a small object which she clutched in the palm of her hand. Ryl and Andr had risen by the time she returned; they stood patiently waiting. She held her hand out in front of her body, a single silver key rested in her palm.

      “I trust you know where your room is?” she asked with a smile.

      “Aye, that I do,” Andr replied quietly.

      She extended her hand, flipping it over, placing it gently onto Andr’s. She maintained contact with the merchant for a long moment.

      “Please grant me the kindness of a ‘farewell’ before you depart,” Breila’s voice was thick with emotion. “I’ll have instructed the staff to let you both come and go as you please.”

      She stepped forward, wrapping her thin arms around Andr’s neck, pulling the mercenary into an embrace. She left a single kiss on his cheek.

      Turning to Ryl, she spoke kindly. There was not a hint of insincerity in her voice.

      “Ryl, I know not what you have planned, though I know the heart of the man that stands beside you and the opportunities he pursues,” she lectured. “I’ve seen enough cycles to know there’s something about you that I can’t explain. You have Andr’s trust and friendship, so too you have mine. See him safe through your endeavors.”

      “Until the end, Breila,” was all Ryl could reply.

      Her embrace was heartfelt yet brief. She left him with a gentle, motherly kiss on the cheek.

      Moments later, Ryl followed again in Andr’s wake as they descended the plush red carpeted staircase, retracing their steps toward the tavern. Andr had explained quietly that their lodging was outside of the main building, hidden in the alleyway through the rear exit to the stables. Though the hour was late, there were still several women lounging in varying stages of undress scattered throughout the room. A single man, his head held down to disguise his face, was being led by the hand up the stairs on the opposite side of the room.

      The bouncer merely nodded his head as they exited into the entryway. They quickly retrieved their weapons, leaving the key in the small silver lock.

      “Let’s make for the room and some rest,” Andr said quietly, speaking only loud enough to be heard over the noise from the tavern. “The hour is late; the others have surely left the farm by now. We’ll have much to do tomorrow.”

      The tavern was still crowded as they exited the quiet, tranquil calm of the inner sanctuary. The duality between the two was even more startling than it had been on the way in. The heat and stench of the room was overpowering. The cacophony of sounds rang in his ears.

      He followed deftly in Andr’s wake as they eagerly made their way through the crowd toward the side exit. Ryl was anxious for the relief that the outside air, though tainted, would bring. They weaved their way around a group of intoxicated revelers. The party was in the midst of singing some incoherent variation of a drinking song. Ale sloshed from their tankards as they careened about with little regard for those around them. Ryl's eyes traveled beyond the group, cataloging the myriad of debauchery that occurred in every corner of the large room. As his eyes roved the crowd, a figure on the opposite side of the wall caught his eye.

      The man was alone, leaning heavily against a vertical support that carried the load for the balcony of the floor above. Like many others in the room he was dressed in the apparel of a guard, though his uniform shirt was unbuttoned, revealing a well-worn tunic below. His head bobbed slightly, modeling the effects of the tavern’s potent brew. The tankard in his hand was held carelessly, and small drops splashed over its rim as he fought to remain afoot. His eyes however, though they moved with polished discretion, couldn’t hide their true intent.

      Ryl knew the face instantly. Though their interactions had been brief, he’d left a lasting impression in his mind. His honest confidence and casual attitude were hard to mimic. He was known as one of the most skilled fighters in the guard service, yet his autonomy and ability to blend in were uncanny. There was a definite purpose—rather than careless drunkenness—to his current action.

      Ryl reached out, grabbing Andr by the shoulder, pulling him to a stop. He leaned in close, whispering loud enough to be heard over the commotion of the room.

      “I know that man,” he said, inclining his head in the direction of the intoxicated guard. “That's Cavlin. One of the captain's confidants. Something's not right.”

      Ryl hurriedly scanned the crowded room. His attention was drawn again, this time, not to the man but to the group of cloaked figures that approached from his rear. They were nearly as far away as Ryl and Andr, though there was no mistaking their target.

      There were six in the group, and all walked with a purpose. There was no sign of intoxication in their determined strides. Ryl picked up the glint of steel as the light bounced off a naked blade. The man in the lead had a knife held backward, the flat edge flush against the sleeve of his forearm.

      “I can see. His is a face I remember well,” Andr replied. “What do you intend to do?”

      Until that moment, Ryl hadn't considered a course of action. He had no intention of letting Cavlin be another casualty in the growing rift. Not like this. Not by a knife in the back from a cowardly assailant.

      Not if he could help it.

      Not today.

      Without a word he moved in the direction of the unknowing guard, understanding Andr would follow in his wake. They moved through the crowd with an ease greater than that of the approaching party, covering nearly the full distance between themselves and Cavlin well in advance of the approaching assassins.

      Ryl kept his head down to avoid the watchful eyes of the guard. He paused as they neared the edge of the, long, crowded communal table that remained between themselves and Cavlin. They halted their approach close to the center of the table. Cavlin leaned against the beam just off the opposite corner of the head of the table to their left. The approaching assassins stalked their prey from the right.

      Their fractured line of attack had spread out, no longer weaving its way through the crowd like a serpent. They moved in a crude triangle; the knife wielding member at the apex. The patrons in their path parted as the formation menaced their way through the crowd.

      As the stealthy assault reached the opposite end  of the table to their right, Ryl whispered into Andr's ear.

      “I’ll meet you out front, my friend. Stay with him,” he breathed. "Now, push me."

      As soon as the words had left his mouth, Ryl wheeled suddenly around, grabbing Andr by the shoulders. A flash of confusion registered in his friend’s eyes. Ryl snarled as he yelled over the din of the crowd.

      “Your son was a worthless herd,” he shouted at the mercenary.

      Ryl saw the fire erupt in Andr’s eyes as the mercenary threw him forcefully toward the long table. Anticipating the action, he was able to twist his body, accentuating his forward pace with a force greater than the shove itself. As he spilled through the patrons beside the long table, he hardened the woodskin on his chest and shoulders. His body slammed into the heavy wooden furniture.

      The impact was jarring. Ryl hooked his arm beneath the underside of the table, flipping it, as he allowed the momentum to carry him over. Tankards of ale toppled, shattering as they stuck the floor. Their intoxicating liquid spread outward like a flood across the filthy ground. The table and its surrounding patrons spilled to the floor.

      Ryl tucked his body at the last moment, throwing himself into a controlled roll. His seemingly wild tangent carried him directly at the legs of the lead assassin. The instant his feet gained purchase on the ground, he surged forward. Leading with this shoulder, he scythed through the legs of the assassin. The man yelped in surprise as he spilled to the ground taking several of his companions with him. Through the noise, the clatter of the metal dagger on the ground was a welcomed sound.

      The tavern exploded into chaos.

      Drunken nerves, lubricated by the alcohol, were so easily incensed that by the time most knew a fight was upon them the identity of the perpetuator was immaterial. Ryl’s controlled feint succeeded in knocking down all but one of Cavlin's would-be killers. He sprung quickly to his feet, melting away into the melee.

      Cavlin had spun round with an agility that defied his faux intoxication. His eyes narrowed as he saw the blade clatter to the ground. The sole assassin remaining on his feet whipped a knife out from inside his cloak, snarling as he leapt over one of his companions who struggled to regain their footing. Cavlin launched the nearly full tankard in his hand with pinpoint accuracy, striking the knife wielding attacker square in the face. A splash of blood mixed with the amber liquid and shards of pottery that sprayed outward from his head.

      Ryl shadowed Cavlin, several steps to the side and his rear as he made for the door. The entire room was now on their feet. The sounds of breaking wood and pottery mingled with the shouts and curses as fights broke out across the tavern. Ryl moved easily amongst the rush of humanity heading for the exit. On the opposite side of Cavlin, he saw Andr duck a punch as he moved in a parallel tangent toward the door. The intensity of the riot grew in their wake.

      The escaping bodies had bottlenecked for an instant as they reached the door in unison. The swelling pressure from the surging crowd behind forced them through; spreading out in a wave of humanity as they were exploded out of the tavern. There were cries of pain and surprise as several lost their footing, toppling those around them. An unlucky few were trampled as they poured out from the exit like water. Many turned back toward the tavern, helping those who had fallen, or gaping at the scene that was unfolding. Some ran.

      The cool night air seemed to sap the will to fight out of most of those who had escaped the melee. The square was bright with the light of the nearly full moon above, casting the area in a cool blue glow. Most hadn’t the slightest idea of why they were fighting in the first place. Ryl stalked to the rear of the crowd, probing the mass of bodies, finding Andr easily. The mercenary had ended up being pushed out the door to the same side as him.

      “Nice move,” Andr said, flashing him a wicked grin. “I’m afraid I lost our friend at the door.”

      Ryl and Andr surveyed the crowd eagerly, searching for any sign of Cavlin. True to his form, the man had disappeared into the mix.

      Ryl’s heart raced. He longed for confirmation that the ruse had at least freed the soldier from his fate at the hands of an unseen blade. Slinking along the wall past the darkened side of the massive building, he noted the measured gait of a group of six. Each had a blade in their hands. The face of the last in their line was bloodied, his clothing soaked. Their gaze didn’t comb the crowd seeking their prey. Their attention was pointed; focused not searching.

      They were hunting.

      Ryl followed the trajectory of their focus, noting the fleeting figure moving quickly in the shadows of the buildings along the adjacent side of the square. His heart skipped a beat as the two darkened figures jumped out at him, launching their attack from behind the cover of a low gated wall that prevented access to the alley beyond. Caught by surprise, Cavlin was helpless to resist. He struggled against the arms that restrained him, yet was pulled into the alley with ease.

      The group in pursuit, hastened their steps. Even from the distance, Ryl could see their bloodlust.

      “There!” Ryl exclaimed as he moved toward the edge of the square. Andr followed a step behind.

      They moved with speed, yet still cautious of drawing too much undue attention. The trap had been carefully planned—who knew how many other remained in waiting throughout the square?

      Ryl and Andr reached the shadows of the line of buildings a step after the last of the assassins entered the alley. Under the cover of darkness, they rushed forward into a sprint. The sound of fist and foot striking flesh became frighteningly obvious.

      The burning sensation raced through his veins as he drank deep from the power within. Andr’s footsteps ceased as the mercenary nearly froze in place. His sprint slowed to a crawl as his body crept through the air. Ryl was nothing more than a shadow to the naked eye as he covered the distance to the gate in a flash.

      The final assassin had closed the gate to the alley as he passed. The sound of the thick metal bar preventing the inswing of the gate had been barely audible over the abuse that was being delivered to Cavlin.

      The sturdy metal gate was the solitary break in the narrow wall that closed off the alley from the avenue outside. The wall itself was relatively low, its peak only slightly above eye level. To most, hurdling its height would have proved only a minor inconvenience.

      To Ryl it was immaterial.

      On either side of the gate, the wall stretched out for a few meters before connecting with the edges of the buildings on either side. Without breaking stride, Ryl leaped; planting his foot easily on the top of the wall. It took him but an instant to survey the scene unfolding several meters into the darkened alley.

      In their haste to begin their long overdue assault, the group had only dragged Cavlin ten meters or so before eagerly commencing their beating. One stood on either side of the motionless body, propping him up on his feet. The others were arranged around him in a small loose ring, eagerly awaiting their next turn. A single figure, who Ryl recognized immediately as the first of the knife wielding assailants from the tavern, stood a few steps away. His left hand was balled into a fist. Blood drenched his knuckles.

      In his right hand was a slender dagger. The blade shimmered in the low light of the alley. A large drop of crimson welled from its tip as it was pulled toward the ground.

      The blade was smeared in red.

      Was he too late?

      From the quick glance Ryl knew the abuse they’d doled out had been intense. Cavlin’s face was splattered with blood, his eyes nearly closed from all the swelling. His legs were bent, holding no weight of their own, and his feet rolled over, resting awkwardly on their outer edges. Along his right side, Ryl could see where his shirt had been slashed; the red stain spread down his abdomen and pants. He was relieved that there were no other apparent punctures.

      Even so, he knew the life of his friend would be ending soon.

      As skilled as Cavlin was, eight against one wasn’t a fair fight. But the odds tipped hopelessly back into his favor as Ryl entered the fray.

      His survey had taken less than a breath. Without stopping, Ryl pushed off the top of the wall with his right leg, his left foot planting firmly on the top of the windowsill of the building to his front. He forced himself outward and upward high above the alley.

      For a moment, he was weightless. His legs churned and his cloaks billowed out behind him. He saw the eyes of several of Cavlin’s attackers begin to bulge, their mouths open to voice their warning as his body blacked out the moon above.

      Ryl hardened the woodskin.

      His trajectory brought him down onto the backs of the two closest to the entrance. He barreled into them with the force and weight of a fallen tree, riding their bodies to the ground. The sickening snapping under his weight was of bone, not of branch. Ryl knew neither would ever rise again.

      Their lifeless bodies cushioned his fall slightly, though the impact still rattled throughout his bones. For the second time in a matter of minutes, his controlled roll dislodged the feet of the knife wielding assassin from the ground below. The speed of his assault carried him into and through the remaining three attackers standing beyond.

      Ryl wasted no time regaining his footing and was back on his feet before the last of the falling assassins hit the ground. Of the eight that began, only the two who held Cavlin still remained on their feet. They’d released their hold on the semi-conscious guard, reaching desperately for the swords that hung comfortably from their hips.

      Cavlin’s legs crumpled in slow motion as they failed to support his bodyweight. He plummeted unrestrained toward the ground.

      Seeing the man who’d shown him unexpected kindness and comradery beaten mercilessly stoked the fire in Ryl’s veins. The steel of his borrowed sword sung a high-pitched melody as he whipped it from its sheath. A vicious strike severed the neck of the closest assailant as he struggled to regain his footing. He ducked under the spray of blood that hung like mist in the air, darting forward toward Cavlin, burying the sword through the heart of the closest attacker. The blade slid through to the hilt; he watched the light of life extinguish from the man’s eyes. His momentum propelled him and the lifeless body forward, impaling the blade through the man who had restrained Cavlin’s left arm. The sword exploded through his back, digging deep into the stone on the wall behind him, pinning the two corpses together.

      To his left, Cavlin’s body crumpled to his knees. Blood splashed from the pool that was growing around his feet.

      Ryl spun around his falling friend, hardening the woodskin on his right forearm and fist as he swung it out to the side. The assassin’s right hand was occupied, halfway through the act of withdrawing a narrow blade. Ryl’s arm connected with the man’s neck. There was a sickening, wet gasping sound, accompanied by a loud crack as it was crushed between his arm and the building behind.

      Cavlin slumped forward, his arms stretched desperately out in front of his body.

      Ryl reached down with his right hand, freeing the halfway withdrawn blade that had slipped from the assassin’s lifeless fingers. With one motion, he lunged forward, shortening the distance between himself and the two remaining assassins. One step was all he needed to adjust the range without having to reverse his current handhold on the blade. He snapped his arm forward—the rotation of the knife was perfect, burying itself into the temple of one of the assailants.

      Only one man remained.

      The apparent leader of the ambush was in the process of lashing out at Ryl with his knife. Part feeble attack, part desperate self-defense, it was a futile effort. Ryl stepped to the side, chopping down on his arm with a fully hardened left fist. He felt and heard the bones in the assassin’s hand and lower arm snap. The knife fell harmlessly to the ground.

      He landed a quick jab to the side of the man’s face before grabbing him by the collar, lifting him off the ground. The few meters between them and the opposite wall of the alley closed in a flash. Bits of mortar and loose stone rained down from the impact.

      Ryl released his hold on the speed letting time flash to normal as he released his hold on final living assassin. His cloak snapped out to his side as it carried on his motion. The man crumpled to his hands and knees, gasping for breath. From behind him, there was a wet splash, a muffled gurgle and the sound of bodies connecting with the hard, alley floor.

      Andr’s boots hit the ground as he finished vaulting the wall at the end of the entrance to his right.

      Ryl planted a kick in the midsection of the assassin, knocking him backwards into the wall. He remained hunched over with his back against the wall. His head rose and fell as he panted for breath. His legs lay still. His arms hung limp at his sides.

      “Who sent you?” Ryl growled. “Why him?”

      “Bloody traitor to the King,” the man spat between breaths. A trickle of blood ran from the side of his mouth. “They all deserve to die.”

      With a snarl, Ryl dropped his heel onto the man’s remaining unbroken hand. The fingers crunched under the impact.

      “I asked who?” he demanded.

      The assassin gritted his teeth through the pain.

      “It matters not,” he cursed. “The captain and all his cronies are as good as dead. Only thing keeping them alive is the Harvest. There’ll be a culling soon.”

      Andr interrupted his words with a shout of alarm.

      Ryl twisted to the side, backing away from the assassin as Cavlin stumbled past, sword in hand. His blade rammed through the neck of the assassin, biting deep into the mortar of the building behind. Cavlin’s frantic grip slipped from the blade as his remaining strength failed. His stumbling momentum, likely a result of sheer adrenaline alone, carried him forward. His hands lacked the energy to slow his approach. The guard managed to turn his head to the side as his body connected, face and chest first with the side of the building.

      Cavlin slid down the wall, his face dragging across the rough stone. Ryl and Andr were at his side in an instant. They carefully lifted the guard away from the growing pool of blood spreading out around the wreckage of the final assassin.

      Through the swelling, Ryl could see Cavlin attempt to focus his eyes on either of the men now supporting his weight.

      “What are you?” the guard choked out. Specks of blood sprayed from his lips cast out by the force of his breath.

      “A friend,” Ryl whispered.

      Andr reached over gently tearing the shirt along the slash on the guard’s side. The cut was deep, and blood bubbled freely from the incision.

      Andr’s eyes widened at the wound. He looked at Ryl shaking his head sullenly.

      “He’s going to bleed out,” the mercenary said honestly. “We can’t stop the bleeding. He’ll never make it to a mender.”

      Cavlin issued a weak, wet cough, spraying hot blood across the side of Ryl’s face.

      “Please. Leave me,” he gasped. “Warn the captain. Tell him Cav ... sent you.”

      Ryl regarded Cavlin for a moment. A seedy back alley at the hands of an ambush was not the place the guard was to die. Not if he could help it.

      “Hold him still,” Ryl barked the quiet order to Andr.

      The mercenary responded with a grunt and placed his hands on Cavlin’s shoulders, carefully pinning his body to the wall.

      Ryl placed his left hand on the side of Cavlin’s face, bringing his head close to the fading guard.

      “This is not your night to die, my friend,” Ryl whispered. “You can tell Le’Dral yourself.”

      Ryl reached down and tore the guard’s shirt. Cavlin’s breathing was labored; the wound pumped out more and more blood with every ragged gasp. The blood-soaked fabric gave way easily, revealing a gash that ran from his abdomen up to nearly his armpit.

      With his right hand, Ryl reached behind his back. He felt the anticipation, the energy surge through his body as his fingers closed around the handle of discreetly secured Leaves.

      The brilliant green blade flared to life as it cleared his cloak.

      Ryl smiled as Cavlin’s wounded eyes widened in recognition as the light of the shimmering blade illuminated the face of his savior. His grin faded at the task ahead. He took a deep breath as he placed his hand over the guard’s mouth.

      With all the care he could muster, he placed the flat of the burning blade against the gash on Cavlin’s skin.
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      The putrid scent of burning flesh still clung to his nostrils. Ryl breathed deeply of the cool night air attempting to rid the smell. He followed Andr, keeping to the shadows as they made their way through the back alleys toward the tavern. Though Cavlin’s fate was still unsure, Ryl was contented knowing they had done all that could be done.

      The glowing blade of the Leaves had served to cauterize the wound. The intricate design of a long, narrow, serrated leaf was now burned into the guard’s side, stretching out beyond the vicious incision. Cavlin had screamed into Ryl’s hand, struggling with his remaining strength as the blade scorched his skin. His fight was blissfully short as his feeble remaining reserves of energy quickly evaporated.

      Thankfully, Andr was familiar with the area of the East Ward. There was a mender in close proximity to the tavern and brothel. One which was well known, and well compensated by Breila for his services, and more importantly in her profession, his discretion.

      They'd dragged the unconscious guard through the shadows as best they could. Their route was hasty, yet their travel was cautious. By the time they reached the concealed rear door of the mender’s private clinic they were certain they had not been followed.

      The mender was likely no stranger to rude awakenings at all hours of the night by frantic pounding on his door. His initial response was harsh, yet as his eyes fell on Cavlin, his tone altered.

      They were ushered into a small room in the rear of his home, where the mender wasted no time with his treatments. The explanation he received was brief, lacking any true substance, yet aside from a knowing look, he questioned them no further.

      The mender’s mouth had fallen open at the sight of the intricate details of the brand that had sealed the would-be fatal would. After a thorough examination, his prognosis and outlook were guarded, yet positive. Though much work remained, his concerns were centered around the potential for internal injuries, cautioning that internal hemorrhaging could be tricky and easily fatal.

      Ryl graciously thanked the mender for his service and continued care. He tossed a handful of gold onto the table beside the bloodied rags and implements. The look that flashed across the mender’s face acknowledged that the sum paid had been far more than ample for his treatment.

      And for his silence.

      As they made their way back to the tavern, Andr came to an abrupt stop before him. The flickering of light from fast moving torches and the sound of heavy boots striking the alley gave them pause. The pair ducked into a narrow alcove, waiting silently as the lights, and heavily armed guards, passed by at speed.

      By the time they had left the mender’s, the area surrounding the tavern had come to life. The discovery of the bodies of eight men in an alley had put the city guard on high alert.

      “We're nearly there,” Andr whispered as he watched the receding light from the torches fade down the crossing street ahead. “Another few alleys and we'll be there. Let's make haste.”

      Ryl nodded in reply as the two rushed to remain under the cover of the predawn darkness. The last several avenues were crossed thankfully with no further interruption. The nickering of horses filtered through the wall of the building to their right as Andr paused in the shadows of a discrete alcove, tucked conveniently behind a large pile of refuse. He quickly lit the small torch he’d stolen from a sconce outside one of the houses they’d passed several avenues back before passing it to Ryl.

      The small flood of light splashed on the wooden surface before them. Unlike the weathered, horizontal boards of the building, the slats of the panel ahead were vertical. With the ramshackle, patchwork nature of the surrounding structures, the discrepancy would have been easily overlooked. Andr reached into his tunic, removing the silver key that Breila had given him. With a glance over his shoulder, he slid the key into a small circular hole created where the center of a knot had dislodged from the board.

      There was a muted click as the lock hidden behind disengaged. The groan of the ill-used hinges sounded like thunder as they echoed through the alley. Cautiously, Andr swung the door inward, letting the light from the torch in Ryl’s hand illuminate the spartan room.

      The area was nothing more than a crudely furnished cell that looked barely big enough for the pair of them to fit comfortably. A narrow pallet served as a bed along the left-hand wall, while the chest at its foot and the small chair on the opposite side constituted the entirety of the room’s possessions. Ryl closed the door rapidly, eager to abbreviate the audible complaints from its hinges.

      “Welcome to the finest room in all of Cadsae Proper,” Andr spoke quietly in jest.

      The room was cramped, but the space was of no concern to Ryl. The comforts of his finely crafted room in Vim had been more disconcerting for a time than that of the scene now before his eyes. An unbridled wave of nostalgia washed over him as the room was in truth more reminiscent of that which he’d survived in throughout the duration of his time in The Stocks.

      “The rooms on the other side of the Palisades look eerily familiar to this,” Ryl whispered in reply.

      “Aye, that they do,” Andr acknowledged softly. “We’d best get some rest. There’s little fear of discovery here. The door is thick enough to give us ample warning should anyone try and force their way in. There’s a trapdoor under the bed and a tunnel that leads to a false wall in the basement of a house not far from here.”

      “Have you stayed here often?” Ryl asked.

      “More nights than I care to count. Now get some rest,” he ordered.

      Andr eased himself down against the wall across from the bed, leaving the pallet open. Ryl was hesitant to take the bed, but eagerly tossed his pack on the ground before stretching out on the hard, musty smelling pallet. The day had been long and eventful. He quickly slipped into sleep to the rhythmic sounds of Andr’s breathing.

      When he opened his eyes, Andr was already on his feet, stretching silently on the opposite side of the narrow room. Several thick streaks of light filtered through the cracks in the wall, signaling the day had already begun. Ryl knew the city would be in full swing. Today was the last full day before the following morning’s Harvest.

      Their plan was to visit the boisterous South Ward of Cadsae Proper as well as the docks. From there, they’d be able to simulate their steps for the next day, noting all positions of the guards as well as alternate routes should problems arise.

      With nothing to pack, they abandoned the safety of their lodging, checking the alley was clear before moving quickly to regain their mounts. Ryl had flipped his outer cloak inside out owing to the blood splatter that had been liberally sprayed over its outside.

      The intentionally unoiled hinges to the rear entrance of the stable squealed wildly as they entered. The stable hands on the other side showed no surprise at the noise, though one rose from his seat, marching quickly in their direction. The deadpan expression on his face gave no indication of his mood.

      “Breila would like a word with the two of you,” he grumbled. “Follow me.”

      Andr looked at Ryl and shrugged his shoulders as he followed the man toward the main entrance to the building. Instead of exiting through the front, he opened a door along the side wall, grabbing the small lantern that hung from the hook next to it.

      The interior of the hallway was dark. The all-encompassing blackness ended with a dim flicker of a torch in the distance. Andr followed without hesitation; Ryl nearly jumped as the door slammed closed behind them. The shutters on the lantern suspended from the guard’s hand in front of them were partially closed, focusing its light straight ahead. There was no telling who or what lay on either side of the narrow pathway.

      He could sense that they passed several offshoots, several sections where the darkness at their sides grew thicker. He noted the subtle gusts of the cross breezes as they passed the openings. The flicker of light grew steadily as they traveled down the discrete hallway. Before long, they reached the wall at the end of the straight path. A narrow, curving staircase, lit by a torch led off and upward to their right.

      Their lead continued without pause, leaving Ryl and Andr to follow in his wake. Beyond the first landing the stairwell continued further upward, though they exited through a doorway along the wall. Ryl’s eyes had grown quickly accustomed to the darkness in the hall, and he blinked his eyes as the light that flooded in through the opened door momentarily blinded him.

      Ryl recognized the hallway immediately. The plush red carpet on the floor. The silver and white of the walls. They followed the stable hand’s lead, approaching the office they had dined in the night before, this time from the opposite end of the hall. The young man knocked once on the door, opening it without waiting for a response. He waited outside as he ushered Andr and Ryl in.

      The door closed behind them with an ominous thump.

      Breila sat behind her desk on the far-left side of the room. Her arms were crossed under her ample chest. The look on her face was a far cry from the kindness he’d been a guest of the evening before. Ryl felt the heat and intensity of her glare from across the room. Her eyes followed them, boring through them in turn as Andr led the way past the table to the pair of chairs assembled on the near side of her desk.

      They seated themselves in silence.

      “I’ve never asked the true nature of your business. Nor do I honestly care,” she growled. “I thought we had an understanding that contracts were not to be carried out inside the walls of my house or in proximity to my businesses.”

      Andr stared back at her, not breaking contact with the seething eyes that glared at him.

      “That we do, Breila,” Andr responded. Her shrill voice cut him off immediately.

      “Mere moments after you left my chambers a brawl broke out in my tavern. Shortly after that the bodies of eight men were found butchered just outside the square,” she hissed. Though her voice softened slightly the intensity remained as she continued, “We’ve known each other a long time, Andr; I understand your skillset. You appear without warning after cycles. Moments later the bodies pile up outside my door. Attention draws the guards. Murder on that scale draws an army of them, and that is bad for business. This has your handiwork written all over it.”

      Andr let out an involuntary laugh. Breila’s stare turned to daggers.

      Ryl was quick to react, forcing out a wave of calm as he broke the tension.

      “And yet in all of it, he was complacent,” Ryl interrupted.

      Breila’s eyes unfocused for a moment, when they turned to him, much of the anger had dissipated. She now wore a disapproving scowl of curiosity.

      “Corpses in the street is bad for business, I’ll agree,” Ryl admitted. “Yet the assassination of a high ranking official, one who happens to be the right hand of the captain, inside your establishment would be devastating.”

      Ryl leaned forward resting his hands on the table in front of him. He noted Andr lean back casually, crossing his right leg comfortably over his left.

      “I assure you that none of our business concerns you or your interests,” Ryl said. “I could not sit idly by while eight men slaughtered one to send a message. So yes, it was I that started the fight in your tavern and for that I’m truly sorry.”

      “And was it you who killed the men in the alley?” she inquired.

      Ryl closed his eyes as he nodded his head slowly. At his side, Andr shrugged his shoulders, a small smirk grew on his face.

      “Though I’m not proud, it is I who stand here before you today, while they rot for their discretions,” he said quietly.

      Breila’s eyes remained on Ryl for a matter of moments, studying him with a look of wonder. Her gaze moved to Andr before returning to where they started.

      “I’d say capable was an understatement, my friend,” she said, shaking her head. “These are strange times that we live in. So far, we’ve managed to keep out of the politics that have grown toxic, poisoning this city over the last cycle in particular.”

      She rose from her chair, pacing behind her desk. Breila rubbed her hands together as she walked.

      “From all accounts, the Captain is a good man,” she admitted. “I’m afraid I can’t say the same for the sycophant sponsors that slink their way into this establishment. The vile stench of those tainted lords that come here singing the praises of the King doesn't easily wash off. There is a blackness to their hearts the likes of which I've never encountered.”

      Ryl was intrigued by the statement. His mind traveled to the nexela, the taint of the Horde that corrupted the shells of the tributes.

      “Times will yet grow stranger still,” he replied cryptically. “Seek purchase. The winds of change are blowing. They’ll waft the embers. The fire will spread rapidly.”

      She stopped her pacing, turning slowly back toward Ryl. Her eyes quickly ran their course over his body, ending on the shadow over his face. Breila tilted her head slightly as if looking from a different angle would reveal the features of the guise beneath.

      “Ah, the optimistic words of a dreamer,” she laughed quietly though her eyes glistened with an unmitigated sorrow. “Would that all dreams hold true and be granted the opportunity to stand the test of time. You have the skills. Do you have you the conviction to see them through?”

      Ryl stood slowly from his chair, raising himself to his full height. The fire inside raged at the challenge. He would complete that which he’d dreamed of relentlessly since washing ashore on the desolate shores of the Outlands. His eyes burned with the strength of an inferno. He laced his words with an unrestrained feeling of hope.

      A hope that had endured throughout his tortuous tenure in The Stocks.

      The hope that would see them free.

      Breila gasped aloud, covering her mouth with her right hand. She sunk back down into her chair.

      “There is no stopping the events that will be,” Ryl whispered, though his voice carried with the force of a shout. “I will see this through to its completion.”

      Beside him, Andr stood, bowing his head slightly to Breila.

      “And I will be by your side until the end,” Andr added.

      Breila’s eyes were wide as they stared at Ryl. The expression on her face was a mixture of both fear and excitement.

      “And for what it’s worth,” she stumbled through the words, her normal refined pose temporarily shattered by Ryl’s display of emotion. “You will have my support.”

      Ryl smiled, bowing his head slightly. Breila used the moment to collect herself from the unexpected forcefulness of his conviction.

      “Thank you, Breila,” he said genuinely.

      She leaned forward; her posture straightened. She placed her forearms on the table, interlocking her fingers.

      “First, let us break our fast together,” she added with a kind smile. Her eyes traveled the length of Ryl’s body. “Then we’ll see about getting you a new cloak. Can’t have you walking about the city covered in another man’s blood now, can we?”
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      The metallic clop of the horseshoes as they struck the cobblestone alley echoed in the narrow gap between the buildings. The sound was amplified; the consecutive hoofbeats created the illusion of a group far larger than what was present. For the second time today, Ryl and Andr retraced their steps, following their carefully planned path. Should unforeseen difficulties arrive the following morning, their escape routes would be known.

      The afternoon sun was now falling rapidly through the western sky. Its beams illuminated little more than the top few meters of the buildings, shrouding the rest in nearly perpetual shadow. They paused at the intersection with the main avenue leading from the port to the Pining Gate. To his right, sunlight sparkled off the rolling blue waters of the Sea of Prosper. The day was uncommonly still for the coastal city. Inside the breakwater the sea was as smooth as glass. The lengthy masts of the ships moored in port stretched high into the air, absent was the gentle rocking caused by the churning waters below.

      To their left, the avenue rose as it traveled away from the coast. At the top of the hill, the massive southern palisade loomed above the tops of the buildings. The thick, double panel wooden doors of the Pining Gate sealed the view of the interior.

      It had been a strange feeling for Ryl as he first glimpsed the dreaded gate. He still remembered his first encounter. Within a moon, he’d been taken from his family, branded and abused before being deposited here. He’d understood neither the reasoning nor the why of what had happened. A host of feelings—the fear, the hate, the confusion—surged through him simultaneously. For a few moments, the tears that had welled in his eyes flowed unchecked. He buried his head in his hands, begging for the unbridled assault of emotions to cease.

      He regained his composure rapidly. Time had changed him. His experiences had changed him. Ryl now studied the gate with an open defiance for all that it stood for. He looked at the massive panels of wood as nothing more than kindling.

      Firestarter.

      Under the weight of his glare, the gate became less sinister.

      Though they were close enough for observation, they dared not venture too near to the Pining Gate and its considerable volume of armed guards. The top of the Palisades bristled with warriors armed with bows and arrows. Ryl counted no less than one hundred guards standing their posts in the courtyard before the wall.

      How would they react on the morrow?

      Would they run? Would they stand and fight?

      For Ryl, on seeing Cadsae Proper, seeing the Palisades, seeing the Pining Gate, the acceptance had set in. Acceptance that the reactions of the men and women who were to be witness to the activities was out of his control. He could convey emotion—to a degree he could hold sway over their feelings—yet he could not control their hearts. They would have to choose for themselves. Some would come to their decision immediately. Others would let it fester until they could stand it no more.

      He would provide them with the truth.

      What happened next would largely be up to them.

      In his heart, he dreamed that all would throw down their weapons, that the day would be won without bloodshed. In his head, he knew the folly of the notion. Blood had already been spilled. The vile poison that infected the tainted lords, ladies and nobles was infectious. Their attitude toward the tributes was a blight. It was a disease that had been passed down from generation to generation.

      The city was already rent in two by the divide. The air was ripe with a seething animosity that had been stoked since he last set foot on its soil. For some, there would be no reasoning, no truth, no logic potent enough to cull the disease. They would fight.

      And they would die.

      Andr cleared his throat quietly. His horse stomped anxiously on the stone street below its feet.

      “We shouldn’t linger here,” the mercenary stated gently. “The streets will fill quickly as the revelry begins.”

      Ryl closed his eyes for a moment as he nodded his head.

      The festival that was the annual Harvest had already begun. Colored banners bearing the crests of the houses and nobles were displayed proudly from buildings throughout the street. The main avenue leading to the Pining Gate was the most prolific display of color he’d seen to this point. From every window flew a colored flag. Long ropes stretched across the avenue overhead, and from the ropes suspended insignias hung down low enough to brush the tops of the passing carriages.

      Tomorrow, would the drab streets too be painted with color? Would crimson blood stain the cobblestone?

      Ryl scanned the area using his mindsight incessantly. Their careful circuit of the city had brought them no closer than their current point to the village beyond the gates. It had brought them no closer to the tributes behind. He knew for certain that they were there. At this range, he could only make out the golden, glowing orbs in his vision. Their numbers had swelled throughout the afternoon. He could almost feel the anxiety and the heartache pouring from them.

      It was only a cycle past since he’d experienced firsthand the emotion that now ran rampant through the tributes.

      While they were only a few hundred meters away, he felt separated from them by miles. From his current distance, the familiar feeling—the feeling he’d come to understand, to cherish as that of the tributes, that of the phrenic—was still just a memory. He longed for the moment when he would again feel its welcoming embrace.

      Thankfully no sign of the Lei Guard, the blackened stain on his mindsight, was present. He was cautiously optimistic that would remain the case.

      “Aye, Andr,” Ryl acknowledged. “I’ve seen all I need to see.”

      With a final glance at the gate in the distance, Ryl spurred his horse forward, easing it into a slow walk. Andr followed a length behind, slowly increasing to a canter as they moved through the city.

      They followed the main cobblestone street to the east, plodding their way back toward the main entrance to Cadsae Proper. Traffic heading out of the city at this point was nearly nonexistent, yet they were rapidly slowed by the unregulated throngs of citizens moving inward toward the center; toward the festival that would soon be commencing.

      With difficulty, Ryl and Andr exited the main avenue, forcing their horses through a stubborn line of well-dressed citizens. The narrow roadway they entered, leading north along the eastern edge of the palisade, was virtually deserted. Few moved along the entryway to the East Ward. Not far from the main avenue, Ryl pulled back on the reins, urging his horse to a stop.

      “Here’s where we’ll part ways, my friend,” he said quietly.

      “Ryl, are you sure?” Andr asked again. “I don’t like the plan. I don’t like you going alone. It risks too much.”

      “Aye, it is a risk,” Ryl admitted. “But a risk I’m willing to take nonetheless. The captain is an asset that we can use to our advantage. Who knows the sway he truly holds over his subordinates? The few I’ve met would follow him to the ends of the earth.”

      Andr opened his mouth to argue yet closed it before the words escaped his lips. They’d had this conversation several times. It always ended the same.

      “And if you’re killed, Ryl, what then?” Andr said. He couldn’t help but note the fatherly concern that inserted itself into the mercenary’s voice.

      “Then I fear for those standing before and upon the Palisades tomorrow morning, for they are doomed,” Ryl stated bluntly. “Fear not, my friend. We’ve not come this far for me to willingly sacrifice all that we’ve worked for. We share the same dream, Andr. There will be a reunion tomorrow.”

      Though Ryl’s face was still shrouded under the shadow of his cloak, their eyes met. He held his friend’s gaze for several moments before inclining his head slightly. With one coordinated motion, he leapt from his horse. He patted the beast as he gathered the reins in his hands, passing them to Andr.

      “Be safe, Ryl,” the mercenary said quietly. “Stay out of trouble.”

      “Aye, Andr,” he acknowledged. “I’ll see you shortly.”

      Andr nodded briefly before spurring his mount onward. Ryl’s riderless horse followed unquestioningly in his wake. He watched for a moment as the mercenary faded into the quickly lengthening gloom of the East Ward.

      Ryl wasted no time rejoining the busy street, working back toward the port and the Pining Gates. The sun ahead had nearly disappeared below the top of the palisade. The last rays of the day’s light glowed a brilliant array of reds and oranges that stood out in stark contrast to the darkening blue sky.

      HIs eyes and mindsight were alert as he merged with the foot traffic on the road. The new cloak he’d received from Breila, an article left by an unknown patron, had fit his needs perfectly. The fabric was of poor quality and in poorer condition; there were patches that showed crude repair and the ends were frayed and tattered. Stains abounded over the entirety of the garment. The smell was off-putting; a nauseating mix of rotting garbage, mold and sweat. Why Breila had saved it was a mystery, but he was thankful for her unintentional foresight.

      The restaurants that lined the avenue were steadily filling as Ryl passed. The aromas of freshly prepared food were a pleasant addition as they fought to overpower the stench of his outer cloak. The sounds of merriment escaped through the open windows. Laughter and cheerful conversations assaulted him from every direction.

      Had the situation been vastly different, had the celebration been less ill-timed, Ryl questioned whether he’d have partaken in the festival attitude of the revelry. Did the majority comprehend what they were celebrating for, or had the celebration itself replaced any inkling of its meaning or purpose?

      Ryl mindsight again colored the image of his surroundings as he reached the inclining avenue toward The Stocks. At the extent of his inner vision, the mass of glowing tributes was barely visible. His path carried him northward, moving slowly along the edges of the buildings lining the western side of the avenue. The shadows here were long, leaving ample shade available to remain undetected.

      He quickly passed the alley where he and Andr had scouted from earlier in the day, approaching the gate cautiously as if it had eyes of its own. Once he reached the point where he could see not only the gate, but the barracks along the right side of the square, he stopped. Ryl leaned back against the wall, sliding down into a seated pose, discreetly positioned to the side of a large wooden flower planter.

      Ryl studied the movements of the guards stationed in the square and along the Palisades above. Any coordinated response from the elevated guards on the morrow would be sluggish owing to the volume of spectators who were allowed to invade the walkways above.

      Unsurprisingly, the attention of the guards along the base of the wall was focused. Ryl knew the captain and by extension his commanders to be fair, yet firm with their subordinates. They tolerated no idle or lax behavior, enforcing a regimented conditioning protocol and frequent training.

      Time stretched by sluggishly as he maintained his attention on the activity surrounding the Pining Gates. People moved about freely, though the majority wisely avoided approaching the armed soldiers. He could hear muted cheers from the impromptu celebrations that had sprouted toward the water’s edge. Earlier that day, he and Andr had passed through the growing tent encampment which had taken up much of the sprawling market square a few blocks inland from the port.

      Ryl could only stomach remaining in that area for a short time. The atmosphere there was sickeningly festive. There were sizable contingents of guards stationed at the corners of the market, and small roving patrols moved throughout the tents maintaining a tolerable semblance of order.

      Movement from one of the windows on the second floor of the barracks drew his attention. The shutters were thrown open, and a figure paused, resting his hands on the sill, looking out over the city that blossomed around him. The lingering pitch of a jubilant cheer rose from somewhere off to the west of Ryl. The man’s attention was pointed in the direction of the noise. The look of annoyance written across his face was unmistakable even at this distance.

      Ryl knew the face well.

      Captain Le’Dral.

      The captain shook his head, closing the shutters with a renewed vigor. It was only a matter of moments before Le’Dral emerged from the front door of the barracks. The sentries standing guard saluted as he exited. He watched as the captain barked out orders to a group of guards standing at attention. With a final salute he wheeled to the south, heading down the avenue in Ryl’s direction.

      Ryl remained in the shadows watching as the captain walked briskly past. Disguised as a beggar, he garnered no extra attention from Le’Dral, though he was certain the roving eyes of the experienced soldier catalogued his presence. Though not overwhelming, beggars, paupers and the generally less fortunate of society were frequent visitors in all wards of the city.

      Giving the captain plenty of space, Ryl rose, ambling slowly through the darkening shadows, surreptitiously following him further into the city. The path the captain traveled forced him from the beaten track of the rapidly crowding main avenues. Ryl stumbled slowly, maintaining a wide berth from the observant captain. It wasn’t long before he noted his mark enter a tavern, set secluded in a back alley well off the main avenue. A faded wooden sign hung motionless above the door; the painted details had been long lost to the elements.

      A small patio outside the door featured several tables; every seat was occupied. The raucous clamber spilled out as the captain opened the door. The brief glimpse of the inside as well as the noise that poured out convinced Ryl that there would be no chance for a discrete meeting with the captain there.

      How long would the captain remain inside? Ryl was content to wait. The hour was still early enough though the darkness of the early evening was rapidly descending over the city. There was still ample time for him to wait before he needed to return to Andr. Together, they would slip quietly from the city in the still of the night, meeting their companions with the wagons along the northern avenue before dawn.

      They would ride on the city just after first light.

      Ryl hadn’t long to wait before the captain again emerged from the tavern. The volume of people on the streets had now made a clandestine meeting in the open nearly impossible. Though there were few choices left.

      An idea dawned on Ryl. Under the shadow of his hood, his lips curled into a grin. Leaving the captain, he hastened back through the city bound for the barracks at the foot of the gate. He weaved through the back alleys as he steadily made his way toward the main avenue leading to the gate.

      Ryl poked his head out from the shadows as he reached the intersection. Though there was still light in the sky, the lanterns that lined the street had been lit, casting the area in an unnatural glow. On the opposite side of the street, slightly downhill from his location, a narrow gap opened between the buildings. He could see that the light from the lanterns would dissipate rapidly once inside. The area beyond was cloaked in an overwhelming darkness.

      There were scattered groups moving along the street. The celebration had already reached an intoxicating level with some. A boisterous group stumbled by his location as he slowly hobbled from the concealment of the shadows. He noted a pair of men across the street, surveying the products displayed inside a store window.

      Something about the duo looked immediately out of place to Ryl. They both wore similar nondescript articles of clothing. Their eyes, while using the cover of the goods inside the shop window, too frequently scrutinized the faces of the traffic moving about on the avenue. There was no interest in the wares behind the glass.

      They were waiting. They were watching for someone.

      Ryl studied the pair as they continued to show feigned interest in the store’s goods. He noted the eyes of one go wide with recognition as they landed on something down the lower reaches of the avenue. The man tapped his partner on the shoulder whispering into his ear. His hand slipped nonchalantly under the folds of his cloak.

      Ryl followed their eyes down the avenue, cataloguing the faces of the citizens milling about. His heart skipped a beat as he noted the target of their attention. Approaching rapidly from the south, Captain Le’Dral walked with measured gait back toward the barracks.

      Ryl chided himself for his careless oversight. The route the captain originally forged to the tavern was intentionally circuitous. It was no surprise that with the current animosity between the fundamentally differing opinions that prevailed, his routes would vary. The comments from Cavlin’s failed assassins rang through his ears.

      The captain and his cronies are as good as dead.

      There was no doubt that his movements were being watched. His predictability would be a fatal oversight.

      The path that the captain walked unintentionally placed him closer to Ryl’s side of the avenue. The dutifully watchful eyes of the captain were surprisingly absent. His casual gaze was lazy, as if he was lost deep in thought. The pair on the other side of the alley, a few dozen meters to the north, began slowly walking back into the street, angling toward the approaching captain.

      Ryl acted on impulse; stumbling out into the avenue. He’d waited long enough until his movements would seem random, coincidental. He staggered out from the shadows. The haggard and hunched pose he’d adopted made him look frail and weak. He noted the surprise on the captain’s face as he braced for impact.

      Le’Dral had done his best to stop, pulling up partially as they collided. Ryl lowered his shoulder, spinning the captain around. He turned his head back to look at the man as he hastened to put distance between the two of them. From the expression on Le’Dral’s face, he was shocked by the force of the contact.

      “Mind your surroundings, Captain,” Ryl whispered.

      The pair on the other side of the street staggered their steps at the unexpected impact between the seemingly innocent beggar and the captain. Ryl capitalized on their momentary indecision, forcing out a brief wave of warning over the unexpecting captain. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the captain wheel quickly about, his hand subconsciously falling onto the hilt of the sword he wore on his hip. The incoming pair nearly tripped over themselves in an effort to alter their direction as the eyes of the alerted captain fell squarely on their approach.

      A few steps later, Ryl disappeared into the darkness of the alley. What Ryl had truly prevented he couldn’t be sure.

      There’ll be a culling soon.

      The final, sinister message from Cavlin’s doomed assassin spoke of the captain’s fate after the Harvest, yet one final night remained. Was their intention to merely send a message? Were they simply innocent bystanders misidentified by Ryl’s justified paranoia?

      Another thought crossed his mind. The deaths of those who’d been sent to kill Cavlin the night before surely had been noted by the party that had sent them. Was this retribution? Had Ryl inadvertently accelerated their deadly plan?

      The answer was largely immaterial. Covered by the shadow of the alleyway, Ryl hastened eastward, before turning into another narrow passage heading to the north. The looming top of the southern palisade was silhouetted against the deep blue of the early night sky.

      The top of the palisade was still brimming with activity. Soldiers with torches patrolled along the top of the wall. Guards and workers alike moved with speed, hastening to complete preparations for the upcoming Harvest. Torches and lanterns were planted every several meters, illuminating the work area with a day-like light. Vision from the height of the brightened wall into the shadows of the alleyways and narrow grounds surrounding the barracks would be poor at best.

      Ryl grinned at his good fortune.

      The alley provided no obstacles, allowing him to reach the border of the military compound with haste and ease. There was a gap opening between the buildings and the thin, head-high wall that cordoned off the barracks. The guards positioned in the square were lined in evenly spaced ranks, spread several meters out from the outer doors of the Pining Gate. They had no direct lines of sight to his position near the wall.

      After listening for sounds of movement from the narrow courtyard within, Ryl was convinced that no one patrolled the interior. He carefully pulled his head up over the wall, and rapidly inspecting the area, confirming his initial estimation. A moment later, his feet landed silently on the soft grass of the narrow courtyard.

      The strip of green grass ran along the southern face of the barracks. There were several benches lining the wall he’d scaled, with small neatly manicured bushes distributed between them. It was only a matter of a few meters from the wall to the edge of the barracks. There were no windows on the first floor, though the second had several evenly spaced across its expanse.

      The window Ryl sought was thankfully near the center of the building. Its shutters were closed, though the locking mechanism behind was likely poor. Prior to recent events, guards in Cadsae Proper had little to fear. The possibility of someone entering through an exterior second story window of a heavily guarded barracks was not likely given much thought.

      Ryl silently removed the spare cloak, placing it discreetly beside the nearest bench across from the window to the captain’s room. He felt dramatically less restricted with the absence of the borrowed cloak; the soulborne wind was again fully at his command without the fear of tearing the fabric from his right arm.

      Checking that no one was watching, Ryl took a step back, priming his leap. He focused on the power within, drinking deep from the speed that flowed through his veins.

      Time ground to a stop.

      With the aid of a quick downward blast of wind from his right arm, he reached the ledge of the second-floor window in a flash. With his feet perched precariously on the windowsill, he wasted no time pushing inward on the center of the shutters. The narrow metal slide of the small latch in the center of the panels was wholly unprepared to stop the sudden force. Ryl shifted to the side as the panel now freed of its catch sprang back open.

      He slipped into the room without a sound, letting the speed snap back to normal. The process of gaining entrance to the captain's room had taken but a moment. In the deep gloom of the early night, his actions would have likely appeared as nothing more than a fleeting moving shadow—if noted, likely written off as the figment of an overactive imagination. Still, Ryl paused, motionless, listening as the moments ticked by.

      No calls of alarm from the guards outside reached his ears. Ryl concentrated as he keyed in on the casual sounds of muted conversations, footsteps of the occupants within, and scattered cheers from the revelers without. Inside the barracks, the air was still. Over the array of the noises around, the sound of his heart thundering in his chest was overpowering.

      The captain’s quarters were dark, lit only by the dwindling remains of a small lantern burning on the large desk to his left. To his right, a doorway led to a second room. He could see the foot of a small bed as well as a chest and a narrow wardrobe against the far wall.

      In every way, the room he’d entered had the feel of an office. The desk was neatly organized with stacks of nondescript papers arranged in regimented order. A small inkwell with a pen sat at the furthest edge of the table. Behind the desk the wall was lined with shelves of books, though he struggled to make out the names in the dim light; the ones he did scan were all military in nature. In the center of the wall opposite the desk a single door remained closed. A thin stream of light crept under the gap between its base and the wooden floorboards below. To the right of the door a small end table was set between two high-backed wooden chairs.

      The sound of approaching footsteps from the hall interrupted his casual investigation of the captain’s office and quarters. Ryl moved silently to the left corner of the room. From there his position would be blocked by shadow and the inswing of the door. He listened patiently as the steady cadence of a single pair of heavy boots on the wooden floor grew closer. The procession stopped as it reached the entrance to the captain’s office.

      Ryl heard the muted jingle of keys and the click of the lock disengaging from its catch. With a quiet groan the door opened. The light from the hallway illuminated a fine diagonal line across the room. Le’Dral entered, continuing inward, closing the door behind him without affording it a look.

      The captain paused as he reached the desk. His attention drawn to the open window from which Ryl had gained entrance. He cautiously moved forward, closing the panels, securing them with their ineffective latch. Le’Dral slammed the curtains shut as another cheer rose from the celebration outside. Ryl could see his shoulders slump now that the public weight of his position was hidden. He crossed to the desk with a slow, dejected walk. He removed his sword belt, hanging the weapon over the back of his chair.

      Ryl stood silently studying one of the few men that had shown him unwarranted kindness in a world that had been bent on doling out nothing but pain. The captain had treated him, had treated all the tributes, with respect. He had the realization that he was watching what could possibly be the man’s last night. The captain was unaware that his death was coming. His life was forfeit.

      And for what?

      He had been found guilty of simple, human compassion. He had been judged by the corrupted, black hearts of the elixir-addicted nobles. Their compassionless sentence shed light on their true nature. Ryl felt a chill sweep through his body, raising goosebumps on his arms. In them was the birth of the new Horde. To an extent, the impenetrable walls of the Palisades had been built to keep the demons out of Damaris; yet within the Kingdom, abominations were given free reign.

      Ryl felt the fire course through his veins. His blood boiled with anger. Le’Dral would be given a rightful choice in deciding his own fate. The unfiltered emotion flooded out of him with a force he hadn’t expected.

      Hope.

      Never lose hope.

      The captain staggered back a step. Ryl inched silently forward, and sliding the hood back slightly on his head.

      “There is no hope here,” Le'Dral cursed under his breath as he worked to undo the buttons on his uniform shirt.

      The captain’s hands stopped abruptly; his head slowly lifted. Le’Dral’s eyes bulged as he finally marked the appearance of the shadowed figure standing before him. His face went white and his jaw fell open as the recognition struck him.

      “Impossible,” he gasped.

      Ryl grinned as he replied.

      “What’s wrong, Captain?” Ryl asked softly. “You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”

      The normally stoic commander stumbled carelessly, falling backward into his chair. His unblinking eyes viewed Ryl with a mixture of shock and fear.

      “What are you?” he stammered.

      Ryl grinned at the question.

      “I’ve been asked that more times than I care to remember,” he whispered. “For now, know that I am nothing but a messenger.”

      The captain looked confused at the statement, yet at the same time infinitely curious. He regained his composure quickly, and his shoulders rolled back slightly. His face flushed with the natural color that had blanched when he had first noted Ryl's appearance.

      “A messenger? What message do you herald from behind closed doors in the still of the night?” Le’Dral quizzed.

      “The tidings for most will be different. For you, the message will be a warning,” Ryl responded.

      He watched Captain Le’Dral tense at the charge. The man’s hand slid slowly down from his lap, likely seeking a weapon secreted below his desk.

      “Fear not, captain, for you I hold no ill will,” Ryl said flooding him with a sensation of calm. “The same cannot be said for others within the city limits. From what I understand, your propensity for compassion when others seek nothing but hatred … has made you many enemies.”

      The captain snorted out a half-laugh, half-cough.

      “I’m the Captain of the Guard. I’ve had enemies since I took this post,” Le’Dral replied matter-of-factly with a hint of annoyance to his voice.

      “That I’m sure, Le’Dral,” Ryl agreed. “Their patience has expired. They’re coming for you now. They won’t stop until they see you dead.”

      Le’Dral leaned forward, resting his arms on the table in front of him.

      “Who’s coming?” he asked curiously. “What do you base this knowledge on?”

      “From those who were to do the killing,” Ryl replied bluntly. “They came for Cavlin.”

      The captain jumped to his feet. The chair behind him tilted backward, balancing precariously for a moment before toppling to the ground.

      "Tell me, is he dead?” the captain demanded. His hands balled into fists. His knuckles faded to white from the force as he squeezed them together.

      “No—though it was close, he still lives,” Ryl stated. “He's in the company of a mender. He'll be delivered to you before dawn.”

      The captain visibly relaxed at the statement. His eyes squinted slightly as he peered at Ryl.

      “The killings last night in the East Ward. Were those you?” Le'Dral asked.

      “All but one,” Ryl admitted. Le'Dral looked at him suspiciously.

      “Whether you believe me or not, Cavlin will confirm the truth,” Ryl grumbled.

      The captain shook his head in disbelief, his hands held out in front of him in a placating gesture.

      “Forgive me, Ryl. Regardless of all else, your appearance alone is shocking,” Le'Dral admitted. “How is it that you are here? They took you. You died at sea.”

      Ryl grinned, a devious smile spread across his face.

      “The sea was merciful. Though that I'm afraid is a story for another time, perhaps,” Ryl answered cryptically.

      Ryl took a step forward, moving out of the shadows further into the ring of light from the fading lantern. He leaned forward, placing his hands on the edge of Le'Dral's desk.

      “Time is running out. Your time is running out, my friend. As I said, the patience of those who've sought your doom has expired,” Ryl warned, though his tone softened. “You showed kindness when others sought pain. From what I hear, you've been true to your word and have treated the tributes with respect, and for that you have my eternal gratitude.”

      Ryl raised himself to his full height, taking a step back away from the desk. He let a gentle wind build around his right arm.

      “Be wary of those you don't know and trust,” Ryl whispered. “Soon you will be called upon to make a choice the likes of which Damaris has never seen. Understand that either decision could rightly spell your death—yet define your life.”

      The captain peered at him, his head tilting slightly to the side. Le'Dral opened his mouth to speak.

      Ryl let free the speed that flowed from his veins. The captain’s mouth stood frozen open. With a quick flick of his wrist he released a short, focused gust of wind into the flickering flame of the lantern.

      The room was plunged into darkness.

      With a single step, Ryl was at the window. It was only a moment before he'd opened the panels, vaulting up onto the sill. The courtyard was still; no patrols disturbed its silent rest. He leapt down, rolling as his body impacted the grass.

      His momentum carried him toward the bench where he'd left his second cloak. He grabbed the tattered garment as he passed, using a rapid downward blast of wind to propel him to the top of the wall. Within an instant he melted into the shadows of the alley beyond.

      Ryl let time flash back to normal as he threw on his second cloak. A moment later, the face of Captain Le'Dral thrust out the window to his office searching the area outside. The wide-eyed expression on the captain's face was the last thing he saw as he turned away.

      “See you in the morning, Captain,” Ryl whispered.
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      The narrow, poorly maintained avenues between the downtrodden buildings of the East Ward were silent as Ryl and Andr slipped quietly from the city. The pair of guards manning the gate paid them no mind as they rode past, disappearing into the night.

      The moon above was nearly full though the sky above was clouded. The light, though diffused through the cover, illuminated the land in a soft glow. After his meeting with Captain Le’Dral, Ryl had returned to the hidden room behind the tavern. He was able to catch a few hours of sleep before they crept from the city, destined to meet the phrenics, tributes and the rest of their companions.

      Their path from the East Ward had followed a roundabout course, passing by the mender’s private clinic. Ryl was relieved to see a small covered wagon waiting in the shadows off to the side of his house. Both the mender and Breila had been true to their words; Cavlin would be delivered to the barracks before dawn.

      Ryl’s mind was now focused elsewhere. Though he had managed only a few short hours of sleep, the brief rest had left him feeling rejuvenated. The time had finally come. They would soon march on The Stocks.

      His promise to free the tributes would come true, or they’d die trying.

      They urged their mounts into a steady canter as they merged with the main eastern road leading from the city. As within the limits of Cadsae Proper, Ryl was diligent in his scanning of the surrounding area. He’d seen no sign of the devilish black stains of the Lei Guard. The handful of occasions that he was able to catch the golden glow from the tributes had left him yearning for more. He longed for the welcome that close proximity would bring.

      Soon enough, he kept telling himself.

      Owing to the hour, the road was deserted. Their only company was the quiet chirping of insects and the distant splash of the sea upon the shore. A gentle breeze blew off the water, carrying with it a hint of brine.

      They made quick work of the short miles under the dim light of the moon. Reaching the intersection with the northerly road, they slowed their horses to a walk, though they moved with an alert eagerness that was impossible to disguise. They should be nearing their companions shortly. Every passing footstep that failed to show signs of their presence was a cause for concern.

      The trepidation built as they marched further north. Every step moved them farther from Cadsae Proper. Minute stretched past insufferable minute. Ryl continued searching the area with incessant persistence.

      His sense of relief was profound when he first marked the telltale glow of the phrenics to the north. He released out the breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding in with an audible sigh.

      “They’re just ahead,” he announced quietly to Andr. The mercenary nodded as he scrutinized the moonlit area for any sign of motion.

      Ryl smiled as a wave of relief washed over him. The force of it was surprising, strong enough to unsettle their mounts. The horses snorted, stomping their feet in protest. It was a matter of a few moments before they regained full control of the spooked beasts.

      Ahead to their left, just off the side of the path, a lone pinpoint of light flashed to life. They maneuvered their horses toward it as another pair of torches took to flame, illuminating the caravan that lay waiting along the road.

      The two wagons were parked in a line several meters off the road against the edge of a small stand of trees. Aldren’s wagon was in the lead. The black wagon was stopped a few meters from its rear. From both sides of the carriages, black cloaked figures materialized from the dark, approaching Ryl and Andr. Their sudden appearance sparked an instant of fear. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Andr tense as well. Even though the disguises were of their own construction and the figures underneath their friends, the sight was still disconcerting.

      The familiar sensation of welcome that he’d grown so accustomed to feeling in the presence of the other phrenics was a comfort that salved any tension from his body.

      Ryl jumped down with ease, greeting his friends warmly. Though they’d only been separated a matter of days, their lives had been in a nearly constant state of turbulence. He was eager and optimistic to find that they had had an easier run.

      “Welcome back,” Ramm’s voice boomed through the night. “We were beginning to worry.”

      Ryl smiled back at the group assembled before him. Nielix stepped forward, collecting the reins of their horses, leading them quickly to the small stream that ran along the edge of the grove. Lined up before him were nearly the entirety of their group, save for Vox, who stood guard at the rear of Aldren’s wagon. His eyes never strayed from his recovering charges within for long. Also not present were the refugee tribute Faya and her father Rolan.

      “I’m sorry to worry you. Our city visit turned out to be a far more adventurous undertaking that we could have anticipated,” Ryl announced. “I hope the road for you was quiet.”

      “Aye, that it was,” Kaep answered for the group. “Though I’m afraid we haven’t much time for discussion. We still have yet to clear the tributes from Aldren’s wagon; the ride for them will be cramped.”

      Ryl shook his head remorsefully as he thought of the immediate road ahead for the tributes. Though the journey was thankfully short, the overly crowded quarters would be uncomfortable. However, judging from the lives they’d been leading and the futures they’d been assured, the next several hours of close quarters discomfort would be over soon.

      “Have there been any improvements with the tributes?” Ryl asked.

      “Their progress has been encouraging,” Kaep said with a smile. The black cloak draped over her usual wear looked wrong on her, as if the dark fabric was blocking the glow he'd grown to know.

      “All, including your friend, infrequently open their eyes, though none yet speak coherently,” she continued. “Some sit even now.”

      Ryl was exhilarated by the statement. Their lives still hung precariously in the balance. None could truly know or understand their recovery process; what they'd been through and the struggles they yet faced. The glimmer of hope that he had prior to leaving had now blossomed. Their improvements were an encouraging sign. He hoped their progress would accelerate further once they were in the capable hands of Mender Jeffers.

      In a matter of hours, they’d know the truth.

      “I'll keep the tales of Cadsae Proper brief,” Ryl said. “It’s safe to say that we found a city on the verge. The rift between those who see the tributes as a threat, the scourge of society, and those who see a need for compassion has already spilled over into isolated violence. Orders have been issued for the assassination of the Captain of the Guard and his subordinates. We interrupted one of those plots.”

      Ramm coughed as he suppressed a laugh.

      “I thought we told you to stay out of trouble,” the giant phrenic offered with a smile.

      “Trouble seems to have an uncanny knack of finding him, I'm afraid,” Andr added.

      Ryl’s emotion swelled at the statement. Luck had smiled on them. Again. They’d found themselves in the unique position to prevent an act of evil from robbing the Kingdom of a friend. One whose sentiments and loyalties had been made known.

      “I could not sit idly by while one of the only men who showed respect to me, to the tributes, was murdered,” Ryl added. The words tumbled from his mouth with a force dramatically heavier than he anticipated. He took a deep, steadying breath before continuing.

      “Had we not stepped in when we did, it’s likely that we never would have known of the plot to murder the captain as well,” Ryl continued, his voice firm, yet controlled. “The captain I know is a good man. He commands the respect and loyalty of the guard. If we are to succeed this morning with little bloodshed, it will likely be with his support.”

      “And if he doesn’t choose to support your plan?” Nielix added as he returned from watering the horses.

      Ryl was unsurprised by the challenge from the Vigil, though it was the tone of the man’s voice that surprised him. Whereas in the past, their relationship had been charged with the man’s irrational hatred, the Vigil’s words were now spoken with respect. There was no indication of the overpowering animosity that had clouded his every syllable only a matter of days earlier. He was pleased by the change, yet a hole that had been opened in his heart throbbed as his thoughts brought back the memory.

      If only the change of heart hadn’t come at the cost of a friend.

      “Without specifics, I made the captain aware that a change was coming,” Ryl added. “I do not believe that he will stand between us and that which we seek. I do not seek his death over any others, yet, he’s aware of the cost his decisions may reap.”

      Around the gathered group, heads nodded in agreement. Ryl and Andr quickly recounted the remaining details of their journey before they rapidly began the undertaking of moving the tributes from the back of Aldren’s wagon. Rolan was the first to exit the wagon, carrying the sleeping body of Faya in his arms.

      Ryl followed alongside Aldren as he tied open the back flap of the wagon. The merchant had brought his lantern, hanging it from the peg that protruded from the rear wall. The wash of light illuminated a sight that made Ryl’s heart skip a beat. The tributes had filled out noticeably in the days since he’d last seen them. Though they remained sickeningly emaciated, the tightened skin that stretched across their bones was visibly less taut. Even in the dim light, their complexions appeared healthier. They looked less like ghosts and more like humans.

      The most shocking sight, however, was that two of the five in Aldren’s wagon now sat; their backs leaning against the rear wall. Their eyes were closed lightly, though their lids fluttered, signaling the dreams, or nightmares ongoing within the confines of their tortured minds. Ryl hoped their dreams were pleasant. He’d experienced firsthand the nightmares. The potent terror was all too familiar. What horrors plagued their addled minds after so many cycles of intense abuse?

      With care, the tributes were hoisted one at a time, carried delicately into the black wagon. Inside, the others had already been arranged into a tight configuration starting at the back of the wagon. Of the second group, three now slumped against the interior wall. A layer of blankets had been fashioned into thin cushions to help prevent them from being jostled too forcefully should the road ahead be overly rough.

      Several of the tributes had opened their eyes in the process of moving them. Their eyes were glassy, staring out into the night with unfocused gazes. Ryl had quietly attempted conversation with the shell of the tribute he carried in his arms. The weight of the body cradled against him was startlingly light and his skin felt cool to the touch. The man’s eyes traveled in a seemingly random arc, pausing for an instant as his vision unintentionally fell on him. His brown eyes were clouded and unfocused. Ryl resisted the urge to look over his shoulder as the tribute seemed to be focused on something behind him, penetrating through his body as if he was transparent. The man offered no further acknowledging his presence or questions.

      The sight, though haunting, was nonetheless encouraging.

      Elias was one of the last to be moved. Ryl was adamant that he carry his friend between wagons. His eyes had opened as Ryl moved to hoist him into the black carriage. A distinct shudder traveled through the entirety of his body. In that instant, Elias’ eyes focused on Ryl with a pleading look. The pain in his expression chilled Ryl to the core. It was a look that had no doubt been on many of their faces at one point in time as they made their fateful trip in the accursed black wagon.

      “Rest easy, Elias,” Ryl whispered, pouring a wave of comfort over his friend as he spoke. “Though the carriage is black, this journey will be to freedom. I’ll be by your side the whole time, my friend.”

      Whether it was the words, or the emotion, Elias’s body relaxed as Ryl finished. With assistance, he rested his friend against the side wall, propped against another of the seated tributes. It was heart-wrenching to see his friend bound; to have to secure him to one of the metal rings that was fixed to the carriage’s wall. From this point, the journey to The Stocks would require a different configuration of their companions.

      The seven donning the black cloaks would ride in escort of the wagon. All four phrenics would be clothed as Lei Guard along with Andr, Dav and Nielix. For the time being, Elias’ guard would be trusted to Soldi. Though he was a highly skilled, capable and trusted warrior, Ryl worried what would happen should Elias revert during their assault on The Stocks.

      Rolan and Faya had been a fortuitous addition to their party. The father would drive the wagon, while young Faya had eagerly prepared for her part in the charade. The travel in the back of the wagon would be cramped, though the ride to the Pining Gates should only take a matter of hours from their current location. A section of black fabric had been secured from the ceiling of the interior of the wagon a step from the rear door. When lowered, it would prevent prying eyes from viewing the true contents of the wagon as the door opened to release Faya.

      To the east, the sky was beginning to brighten from black to a stunning shade of deep violet, heralding the rapid coming of the day.

      The Harvest was now upon them.

      They took a moment to run through their plans as those riding as the Lei Guard quickly dressed in their black cloaks. All knew what was being asked of them. Ryl was hesitant as he slowly slid his arms into the sleeves. Though only carefully crafted fakes, the cloaks felt disturbing as they covered his skin. It was as if the fabric was tainted, exuding a hatred that he failed to comprehend. The sensation of its rough fibers rubbing over his tattooed arms was nauseating.

      They had managed to secure only four of the wicked swords from their battle with the Lei Guard on the bridge at Serrate. A single shield was all they could salvage from the melee. Ramm easily hefted the heavy shield, choosing to continue carrying his massive warhammer. The Vigil, Dav and Nielix, as well as Andr, had claimed the confiscated swords in place of their current arms. Vox carried a short sword at his hip, though his hands would remain free for the use of his elementalist skills. Kaep wore her bow and quiver comfortably over her cloak, her small curved blades as always remained hidden from sight.

      Having lost his previous blade during the battle with the assassins, Ryl claimed the last of the Lei Guard’s swords. The feeling of the weapon against his hip was ominous. Whereas the touch of the Leaves in his hands was exhilarating, the mere contact of this vile blade against his body revolted him.

      The final task before leaving for the city proved to be difficult in its own regard. They all took a moment to bid farewell to the merchant who had traveled with them since chance brought them together in the woods south of the Sister Lakes. Aldren had quickly become a trusted friend and an invaluable companion.

      Though his departure would be bittersweet, Ryl knew that the merchant longed to be reunited with his son. His boy, Cade, had ridden valiantly into the unknown with a clandestine message destined for Cantros, the seat of House Eligar.

      The home of their friend, Lord Fay Eligar.

      Armed with a letter of recommendation from Andr, he knew that Aldren would be welcomed with open arms in the home of the Lord. Ryl was the last to approach the merchant as the rest of their companions took their positions.

      “Farewell, Aldren,” Ryl said graciously. “Your assistance has been invaluable. Your friendship has been unconditional.”

      “It is you who I have to thank,” the merchant said shaking his head. A smile crossed his lips, though his face was a mix of conflicting emotions.

      On one hand, his departure was premature. Though he knew not where their final destination lay, he would have followed Ryl and his companions to the end. Conversely, his departure was long overdue. Watching his son ride away, not knowing the fate of his dear boy, was a heart-wrenching experience. A permanent reminder that a monumental piece of his life was missing. His boy was a capable rider, and experienced traveler, from cycles of work with his father. But the uncertainty of his son’s current whereabouts must have weighed upon the merchant ceaselessly.

      “Without your help, Cade and I would be no more. We are forever indebted to you,” Aldren continued, and his eyes began to water with the gravity of what had nearly befallen.

      “There is no debt to be filled,” Ryl said. “You’re free to live your life as you choose. Please give our regards to Lord Eligar. I hope that fate will be kind enough to reunite us one day. Until that time, stay safe, my friend.”

      Ryl reached out his hand to the merchant. Aldren grabbed his, squeezing it firmly before pulling him into a tight embrace.

      The sound of hoofbeats behind them broke the heartfelt moment of farewell. Andr, adorned in his black cloak, walked his horse slowly toward the pair. In his other hand, he held the reins of Ryl's mount.

      Aldren wiped a tear from his eye as he took a step back. Ryl took the reins from Andr, mounting the horse with ease.

      “Until we meet again, Ryl,” Aldren choked out the words. His voice was dripping with emotion. “I believe the world will be a markedly better place the next time we meet.”

      Ryl nodded, smiling at the merchant before raising the hoods of both cloaks over his head. With its escort of ebon riders, the black wagon rumbled by, heading south toward the main road.

      Andr waited patiently by Ryl's side. With a final smile at the merchant, Ryl spurred his horse forward into the wake of the departing wagon. Their black cloaks flayed out behind them like a cloud passing over the land. At their rear to their east, the first sliver of the sun peeked over the horizon. Vibrant orange and yellow hues began chasing away the deep blues of the lingering night.

      Ryl turned his head back a final time. Aldren was silhouetted against the backdrop of the brightening sky. The merchant stood with his hand raised in a slow wave.

      Urging his horse on to a canter, he quickly rejoined the rest of his companions. Andr slowed, taking his place alongside Dav and Nielix as the rear guard of the wagon. The phrenics would lead the escort.

      They would lead the assault on The Stocks.

      The back door to the wagon had been left cracked open. He could see the brilliant blue eyes of Faya shining out from the darkness within. He felt a subtle wave of anxiety splash over his body. He smiled. An admirable attempt from the untrained, unawakened youngster. Ryl answered with a powerful wave of the most poignant sensation he could muster.

      It was hope.

      It was the same feeling of hope that had kept his head from drowning below the waters of desperation that he’d treaded through for cycles.

      Faya smiled as he continued past.

      Ryl slowed as he joined the vanguard of the escort. He slipped into the gap remaining between the hulking figure of Ramm, who formed the outer left flank, and the slender form of Kaep in the middle. To her right rode Vox.

      Kaep turned her head in his direction as his horse fell in line. Though the cover of her hood darkened her face, he could see her eyes sparkling through the shadow.

      “Today will begin the start of a new era for Damaris,” she noted quietly. “Are you ready?”

      “Aye. I am ready,” Ryl answered with a smile. “It was to be my Harvest after all.”

      The heat of burning determination surged through his veins. His anticipation dwarfed the nervousness that had threatened to overtake him. He longed to see his friends again. He desired above all else for them to taste the freedom that he had experienced.

      The reunion would be sweet yet short.

      There was much work to be done before any could truly relax.

      “I wonder though ... is Damaris?” he whispered.
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      The road leading to the southern gate of Cadsae Proper was eerily quiet as they thundered on toward the city. They had passed not a soul as they approached the city limits. The sun had just fully crested the horizon at their back; Ryl knew the Harvest would soon commence.

      The even, earthen road converted to cobblestone after passing the fork that led toward the East Ward. The clacking of their horseshoes on the stone roadway along with the rhythmic cadence of the wagon’s wheels announced their presence to the unprepared city. He watched as the small contingent of guards manning the gatehouse shrunk back at their approach. The guards made no moves to arrest their progress. Their faces were wrought with undeniable expressions of fear.

      Once inside the thin outer walls of the city, the volume of traffic on the road increased dramatically. They slowed for none as they plowed their way onward toward the Palisades looming high in the distance.

      They were a black cloud; the front of a disastrous storm that spelled doom for those who dared stand in their way. The pathway cleared in front of them like water around a rock. The joyous faces of those that had come to revel in this cycle’s Harvest faded instantly as the shadow of their cavalcade blackened out the early morning sun. The would-be revelers shrunk away from the approaching riders and wagon, cries of alarm and panic traveled in their wake.

      Their procession’s approach slowed as they reached the intersection with the main avenue leading north toward the Pining Gates. The street here was choked with foot traffic. Eager attendees craned their necks high, greedily seeking a view of the tributes as they exited from the imposing gate. Lining the right side of the wide avenue, a train of black wagons stretched from the intersection to the palisade.

      Nineteen wagons lined the avenue. Nineteen young men and women were to be wrenched from the prison they’d called home for more than half of their lives. It was fitting that on the day of his own scheduled Harvest, Ryl arrived with the twentieth black wagon. Their pace slackened further as they made the turn onto the gently climbing street. Ryl could hear the panicked word of their arrival echo out before him, rolling like a wave toward the shore.

      One by one the phrenics began unleashing a torrent of emotions over the surrounding revelers and wagons. Drivers tumbled down from their seats, desperately seeking shelter in the cowering masses from the rolling wave of hatred and terror that assaulted their senses.

      Ryl’s repeated surveys of the area using his mindsight had to this point revealed nothing. As they neared the crest of the hill bordering the edge of the square, the signatures of the tributes appeared in his vision. It was a line of glowing golden orbs. He needed not count. He knew there would be nineteen.

      The tributes for cycle 1351 were assembled. Ready for Harvest.

      The number of guards in relation to civilians grew considerably as they moved toward the gates. Owing to the tension in the city, it was no surprise that armed guards blocked off access to the square and the barracks. Those aiming for a view of inside The Stocks were funneled along the eastern edge of the square between the stables and the mess hall to the single large staircase leading to the Palisade’s upper walkway.

      By the time they’d reached the edge of the square, the wave of sound preceding their approach had already crashed against the mighty, wooden outer doors of the Pining Gate. Along the top of the palisade, heads were rapidly turning from the scene within to the growing commotion without. Lords and ladies, servants, retainers and soldiers alike pointed, eyes wide, mouths agape at the approach of the black cloaked warriors and wagon.

      The guards forming the outer wall of the blockade parted without question as Ryl and his companions thundered past. Though their faces were shrouded in black, the guards shrank back, averting their eyes to avoid any chance of eye contact. To catch the eye of the Lei Guard was rumored to be certain death.

      Of all their number that was visible, it was Rolan whose features were not covered by cloak or shadow. The father, who’d days earlier been on the verge of slaughter at the hands of the hunters, now wore the guise of a guard. Ryl marveled at his composure. His head was held high, and his attitude spoke of a haughty confidence and superiority over his peers.

      The rows of guards standing along the edge of the Pining Gate were arranged two deep. The front row wavered, backing up a step, as the four phrenics came to a halt several meters from their line. A moment later the black wagon creaked to a stop. The rear riders reined in their mounts. One remained at the rear; the others took positions along the flanks of the wooden carriage. The frantic wave of sound that had foretold their coming was replaced with a terrifying silence that settled in their presence. The phrenics continued to pour the vile emotions over the area as Ryl let the silence permeate.

      Not a soul in the square or on the walls moved as the moments stretched on.

      With a drawn out, deliberate motion, Ryl swung his leg over the side of his saddle, alighting from the mount with an audible thump of boots against the stone roadway. The sound echoed through the noiseless square. The muffled crunch of dirt under the soles of his boots rumbled like thunder as he took a measured step forward toward the gate.

      Ryl rapidly scanned the faces of the guards standing before him and throughout the square. He recognized none of the frightened men that hesitantly eyed his approach.

      They were scared.

      Ryl took another step forward before stopping. His hands fell to his sides. He stood like a statue before the anxious guards.

      “Open the gate,” he commanded.

      Though only a whisper, the force it imparted was beyond comprehension. His soft voice struck with a tangible weight that reverberated through the bodies of those with earshot.

      For a moment, none before the gate moved.

      With clear, focused intent, Ryl crossed his right arm over his stomach, closing his fingers over the hilt of the long, curved sword strapped to his left hip.

      “Open. The. Gate,” he repeated the command. The emphasis of each word hammered into the gate like the drum of a blacksmith’s hammer.

      “Do as he says,” came the feeble response from a guard now hastening from the mouth of the barracks to his right.

      Confusion reigned along the line before the mighty outer doors of the Pining Gate as the guards scrambled to clear themselves from the swing of the massive doors. The officer from the barracks stopped as he reached the gate. He hammered a deliberate cadence against the outer panel. Ryl could hear the hollow echo from the chamber within.

      “O-Open the gates,” he called to his counterparts inside the gate.

      For a moment there was no sound of response from within. It wasn’t long before the unintelligible din of multiple conversations reached their ears. Finally, a voice broke free from the rabble. There were no visual cues required to understand its annoyance.

      “What’s going on out there?” the voice from the interior hissed. “Have you lost your mind?”

      The uncomfortable gulp from the guard standing in front of Ryl was unavoidable. The man now stood alone, crushed between the massive gate and the incomprehensible myth and hatred of the Lei Guard. The request, owing to the current circumstances of the Harvest, was unorthodox at best. The guard looked cautiously over his shoulder at Ryl before partially turning his head replying to the unseen voice within. His wide eyes never strayed from the blackened figure of Ryl.

      “Sir. It’s the Lei Guard, sir,” he stumbled

      The eyes of the guard flashed nervously between the gate and Ryl as he awaited  the response. Agonizing moments stretched onward as the silence loomed over the square. Ryl tapped his index finger impatiently against the locket of the sheath.

      With a thunderous groan the great wooden doors shook as they began their sluggish motion toward opening. The placating expression of the officer in charge of the outer gate was the first to materialize from the dimly lit interior chamber of the gate.

      “I apologize for the reception,” his voice wavered as he worked himself into a pitiful attempt at a half bow.

      “Your dereliction is noted and will be dealt with,” was all Ryl responded with a hiss. He redirected the outpouring of animosity towards the unprepared officer. The man’s knees visibly shook from the impact. He staggered back a step before turning his head side to side, issuing frantic orders for the guards lining the inside of the gate to make way.

      Ryl and the phrenics pushed forward without waiting for the gates to open fully. They reached the interior as the black wagon carrying their charges began its slow entrance into the enclosed holding area. The phrenics dismounted, spreading themselves out evenly a pace behind Ryl.

      The confusion written across the faces of those inside the dim light of the wall was glaring. There was no hiding their uncertainty or their fear. It stood out like a blazing fire in the depths of the night. The line of guards that had formed the man-made wall along the inside of the outer gate had split, spreading out along their side of the wide chamber. A pair of guards stood in the far left corner of the inner gate adjacent the chains that worked the great bar that secured the door.

      To Ryl’s right a small group remained near the doorway that led to the guard’s barracks. All were soldiers, save one. The other was dressed in finery that clearly highlighted the self-importance of his position. Jewels, carefully stitched into the silken thread of his black pants and shirt, sparked with an unnatural fire. He wore a long, ruffled blood-red robe that stopped just shy of the ground. There was a perpetual scowl across his hawkish face. He held himself tall. There was an uncompromising arrogance to his demeanor.

      Ryl recognized the face.

      It was Sir Maklan. The newly appointed councilor of The Stocks. Beyond the councilor, a large pile of fetters waited on the packed dirt floor alongside the door.

      Nineteen. One for every tribute to be Harvested.

      Ryl seethed at the sight.

      The councilor’s eyes went wide as the wagon, followed by the final three black cloaked riders, made its way into the enclosed chamber.

      “What is the meaning of this?” the nasal, antipathy laden voice of Sir Maklan shrieked, competing with the creak of the wagon’s wheels.

      Ryl slowly turned his head, his blackened gaze purposefully sweeping across the guards lining the walls of the room. After what seemed like an eternity his glare landed on its target. He moved forward, overemphasizing each pointed step. Maklan and the others near the door rapidly gave ground, finding themselves quickly with their backs against its rough stone surface.

      Behind him, the wagon came to a stop once it fully entered the chamber. Without a command, the gates behind them began to close, blocking out the terrified and curious faces that filled the street and square.

      “We deliver a tribute,” Ryl stated bluntly. The gate behind them closed with a deafening thud that he felt through his body. He recognized the slightly uneven footfall of Andr approaching from his rear.

      “Have you no sense of timing?” Maklan snarled with undisguised animosity. Ryl could feel the anger pulsing off the vile noble. “The Harvest is underway. I was made aware of no new tributes.”

      The high-pitched song of a sword freeing its scabbard tore through the room like a peal of thunder splitting the sky. The tip of the wicked, curved blade in Andr’s hand stopped, its lethal point resting gently against the side of Maklan’s neck. The councilor’s eyes squinted in fearful anticipation as his head tilted back and to the side. A quiet hissing preceded the dulling of the shimmering fabric of Maklan’s pants as his bladder involuntarily released its contents. A thin puddle grew steadily around the polished, gem encrusted shoes of the councilor.

      “We take no orders from you,” Ryl snarled.

      Maklan made a clear show of acquiescence as his head trembled in an attempt to nod. The needle point of the sword pushed more firmly against his skin with his every motion.

      “Apologies, sir,” Maklan gasped. “The timing of your coming is ... unorthodox.”

      Ryl forced out a wave of pure unadulterated anger.

      “Unorthodox?” he whispered. He tilted his head slightly to the side. “Bind him.”

      Around the room, the mouths of the guards fell open. Maklan’s eyes bulged beyond what Ryl thought possible.

      When none moved, Ryl repeated the command with a force that broached no question. The officer who’d answered the call at the outer gates, frantically moved to the pile of fetters, pulling the first set off the top. He whispered his apology in the councilor’s ear as he began clasping iron shackles to Maklan’s wrists. Ryl felt a disturbingly profound sense of satisfaction as the final clasp on Maklan’s feet was locked into place. The officer shrunk back from the bound noble, distancing himself from his forced work.

      Andr’s blade slowly lowered from the councilor’s neck. Though his skin had not been pierced, a bright red dot marked where the point had been pressed against his throat.

      “Bring him,” Ryl ordered.

      Andr slid his blade into its sheath, taking his place at Ryl’s side. Dav approached from the rear, carefully avoiding the puddle as he spun the councilor, wrenching him toward the side of the wagon.

      With Maklan in irons, Ryl made his way slowly to the back of the wagon. As the guards who would have been standing along the outer gate had moved to the side wall, there were none within eyesight of the interior. He opened the door slowly, making a show of collecting Faya from the inside. He gave the young girl a gentle, reassuring squeeze on the shoulder as she whined in feigned protest. She dragged her feet, tracing mild lines on the dirt floor as he pulled her toward the towering inner gate before them.

      A feeling began tickling at his senses as he stepped toward the inner doors. Distant at first, the familiarity rapidly became overpowering. The warmth of the welcome—that natural presence that exuded from the very cores of those with alexen in their blood—blossomed as his proximity to the tributes shortened.

      Ryl stopped a few meters from the edge of the gates. His hand was balled up in the loose fabric that made up the ill-fitting rags they'd clothed young Faya in. The phrenics and Andr stopped a step behind him. Dav and Nielix followed along the rear corners of the wagon. Nielix's hand hovered menacingly close to the hilt of his confiscated sword. Dav pushed the uncooperating form of Maklan roughly in front of him. The chains on the vile councilor’s feet jingled as they scraped across the hard earth.

      The tributes inside The Stocks had been alerted to the commotion from the top of the palisade. The uncertainty manifested in several unfiltered waves of fear, anxiety and infinite sadness that swelled unknowingly from their ranks.

      The heat flowing through Ryl’s veins reached a scorching inferno. The call from his blood was nearly undeniable, virtually uncontrollable. He fought the urge to tear the gates down by hand. With a deep steadying breath, he temporarily stilled the force that raged from within.

      It was time.

      He turned his head slightly to the left, nodding at Ramm to his side. Wrapped in the black cloak, the massive phrenic moved like a shadow across the room. His destination was well telegraphed, leaving no question as to his purpose. The pair of guards manning the control chain for the massive wooden bar blocking the doors frantically scurried from the path of the gigantic black figure moving in their direction.

      Ramm reached his hands high above his head, staggering their grip as he pulled down on the thick metal chain. After the initial exertion of the pull, his arms moved with ease. The massive wooden bar that spanned the pair of doors slid into the far wall. He continued pulling until the bar disappeared entirely into its recessed slot. There was a grating sound of wood on stone followed by an ear-piercing cracking of timber as the drawbar smashed into the end of its concealed track. Bits of mortar and debris rained down from the ceiling above.

      Ryl closed his eyes, steadying himself for what was to come. He opened his mouth, the roar that resulted shook the very foundation of The Stocks.

      “A tribute at the gates.”
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      The volume of his call resounded through the enclosed chamber. Young Faya at his side covered her ears with her hands, shrinking away from the noise. From outside the wall, the murmured sound of voices drifted through the cracks in the thick wooden doors.

      After handling the chain for the drawbar, Ramm moved to the center of the gates where the two panels met. Several inches of wood were now the only physical barrier standing between them and The Stocks.

      Standing between them and the tributes.

      Ramm swiveled his head slightly, looking at Ryl with his peripheral vision.

      The subtle nod of Ryl’s head was the signal the hulking phrenic awaited. He watched with rapt attention as the phrenic strode forward toward the meeting of the massive wooden gates. Ramm rolled his shoulders as he lunged toward the monumental doors. Rearing back, he let out a guttural grunt, one that bordered on a scream, as he planted his hands on each of the solid panels.

      Ryl watched in awe as both sides of the normally sluggish doorway burst open. The rapid movement kicked up a thick cloud of dust and dirt from the road beyond. The light from the early morning flooded through the open gates. He squinted his eyes as they rapidly readjusted.

      Ramm paused as the doors parted, his breathing heavy. The phrenic’s shoulders rose and fell with every breath. The air passing violently from his nostrils was audible—like the snorting of a bull ready to charge. His hulking frame, shrouded in black, struck an ominous pose in the open doorway.

      The phrenic remained where he stood, letting Ryl pass. He fell in line with the other phrenics and Andr as they followed several meters behind. Cloaked in the black of the Lei Guard, Ryl appeared from the cloud of dust at first as a shadow, which then resolved into the form of a man as he separated himself from the gloom of the interior chamber. The hanging particles in the air swirled into small eddies in his wake as he materialized into Cadsae with a new tribute in tow.

      His sudden appearance caused a gasp of surprise from the spectators assembled on the wall as well as from the unfortunate souls gathered within. The area fell silent, watching in anxious anticipation as the line of black cloaked warriors, mounts in tow and a wagon followed through the settling dust and debris.

      The tension in the air was tangible; a definitive weight of uncertainty and fear. The air felt thick as if the gravity of the Harvest and the oppression from the Palisades loomed over the square, choking out the precious oxygen.

      Ryl’s first view of the inside of The Stocks nearly robbed him of his breath, threatening to sweep him off his feet. From his brief visual survey, the town looked unchanged. The three, nearly identical inn-like boarding houses occupied the space just past the warehouse along the edge of the eastern palisade. The conjoined Master’s house and mender’s clinic stood alone at the closest tip of the horseshoe shaped arrangement of buildings that constituted the village of Cadsae. The drab structures seemed to be frozen in a perpetual state of disrepair. The dusty main road led in a northerly direction. Fallow fields, overtaken by wild grasses bordered the edge of the villages’ boundary. The village remained identical to the picture that had forever been burned into his mind.

      It was neither the city, nor the view of the road he’d traveled hundreds of times that threatened to bring tears to his eyes. It wasn’t the rippling of the grasses in the distance as they swayed gently in the gusts of wind from the sea. It wasn’t the silhouette of the Haven Mountains growing from the horizon far off in the distance.

      It was the tributes.

      In a tightly packed semicircle stood the men and women he’d grown to call his friends. Those he’d honored as if they were family. Intimately familiar faces immediately jumped out from the crowd. Zed, the gentle giant and humble blacksmith of The Stocks towered over the middle of the crowd, looming nearly a head above the tallest around him. Tash and Palon, the inseparable twins, with Luan between them. Quinlen and Odus stood nearby. In his brief survey, his eyes failed to note the position of Cray among the tributes in the square.

      Ryl exhaled a deep breath of relief as he noted the woman standing in the front row at the center of the tributes. The last time he’d seen her, she’d been teetering on the verge of life and death. She’d been the victim of the master’s forced drunken lust and unquenchable penchant for violence. Sarial lived! Her face still wore the perpetual smile that he’d seen dim only seldomly. By her side, leaned tight against her body, she held the hand of a single, small child.

      One of The Stocks’ newest tributes.

      Behind the mass of tributes, standing nearly shoulder to shoulder was a row of guards. A dramatic mixture of emotions played out across the faces of all present inside the crowded square. To a man, the guards looked worried. The appearance of the Lei Guard was an ill omen. Their appearance in the middle of the Harvest was unheard of.

      Across the faces of the tributes the emotions were profound. Tears streaked down the faces of many. Heartbreak shone clearly though the valiant attempts at strength. For some the anger burned like a fire, nearly bright enough to be doused for contempt. In the vast majority though, confusion abounded. Most had been through Harvests just like this for cycles. Never before had the ceremony been interrupted.

      A few paces ahead of the mass of tributes stood a second line.

      This cycle’s offerings. The Harvests of cycle 1351.

      Behind each of the tributes to be harvested stood a pair of guards. Their uniforms were cleaned and pressed to their finest. These unrelenting ushers were prepared to drag their charges into the mouth of the Pining Gate. Standing between Ryl and all of the tributes a single man remained. A man he recognized well.

      Captain Le’Dral.

      The captain stood frozen in his usual stoic pose even in the face of the uncertainty that had presented itself. To Ryl the captain looked tired. Creases had formed in the corners of his eyes. He’d likely endured a long, contemplative night after Ryl had disappeared into the darkness. Surprisingly missing were both sub-masters: Millis and Moyan. Their absences were curious, though Ryl was certain the reasoning would come to light sooner rather than later. The captain’s eyes widened as he noted the bound figure of Maklan shuffling to maintain his feet as he was dragged through the gate.

      The scene had required but a moment to take in. Ryl stalked forward, stopping a few paces before the captain.

      Silence settled over The Stocks. All those gathered held their breath in anticipation. Even the steady wind from the ocean seemed to pause its relentless course as the events unfolded.

      Le’Dral’s eyes darted from Ryl to his companions then quickly back to him.

      “What is the meaning of this interruption?” his voice was quiet. Though the uncertainty was there, the words were uttered with well calculated concern for political tact.

      Ryl studied the captain for a moment before responding. There was no sign of intimidation, no sign of fear. The captain remained steadfast as the silence stretched on.

      From behind, the hollow thud of the massive wooden doors slamming shut echoed through Cadsae. The guards inside had no doubt wasted no time closing the exit the moment the Lei Guard had passed. The scraping of wood on metal heralded the sound of the drawbar being retracted into place.

      For better or for worse, there was no turning back. They were locked inside The Stocks. Immediately the oppressive feeling from the walls returned unbidden as it attempted to infiltrate his confidence.

      Ryl turned his body sideways, motioning for Dav to approach with the shackled councilor. The metallic grating of the chains as they dragged across the hard ground resounded through the still of the square. With a final push, Dav heaved Maklan forward—the councilor landed hard on his knees to Ryl’s left side.

      Ryl let go his hold on Faya’s shirt. In one fluid motion Ryl wrenched the sword of the Lei Guard from its sheath, reversing his hold as he sprung toward the hobbled councilor. Maklan cried out in horror, squeezing his eyes together as Ryl stabbed the blade down toward him. Captain Le’Dral, whether out of shock or acceptance, remained motionless.

      The blade bit deep into the ground as it squeezed itself between the wide links of Maklan’s fetters. The force of his motion drove the blade nearly to its hilt. Tears streamed down the councilor’s face, the dust and dirt collecting in the damp residue. He whimpered quietly to himself as he worked to free the blade to no avail. A sickly half-sob, half unhinged laugh poured from the councilor’s throat.

      Ryl turned away from the maniacally cackling noble, redirecting his full attention on the statuesque form of Captain Le’Dral who remained a few meters away. The captain was motionless as Ryl approached within a few steps.

      “The time to make your choice is upon you, Captain,” Ryl whispered loud enough for only Le’Dral to hear. He pointed to Faya then Maklan in turn.

      “Tribute or Jailer?” Ryl questioned. His voice raised for all to hear. “An innocent life or the corrupted—who happily slaughters the family, fleeing to save their child?

      Le’Dral’s eyes bulged, and his mouth opened involuntarily as he recognized the voice speaking from under the impenetrable shadow of the black hood.

      Ryl took a step back. To his left, the writhing form of Maklan still spewed incoherent venom through his maniacal cackling. Only a step from the councilor’s side, Faya stood still, her brilliant, wide, blue eyes seeming to glow, overpowering the light of the early morning.

      The call from his blood was overwhelming. The alexen tore through his veins with an excited anticipation that made his skin tingle. Ryl closed his eyes, focusing momentarily, before unleashing a wave of sensation over those arranged throughout the square.

      Le’Dral took a step back as the force of the emotion crashed over him.

      The collective stare from the gathered tributes centered on him.

      From his rear, the black cloaked phrenics and Vigil prepared themselves for what was to come.

      It was time.

      Time for the world to see the truth that had been hidden from them for generations.

      Ryl slowly reached his hand to his chest, undoing the simple clasp that held the black cloak secure. His hands moved to his face, collecting both hoods, pulling them back from his head. The sun felt warm on his skin as the covering fell away. The brands underneath either ear burned with a self-conscious fire.

      For how many cycles had he been defined by the raised scars of the number and insignia on his neck?

      That was the past.

      His freedom was now.

      There was a collective gasp from all those who bore witness to the spectacle before them. None louder than from the tributes who had a full view of the face that was exposed from under the shadow of the hoods.

      As his arms dropped to his sides the black cloak fell silently to the earthen ground at his feet. A gust of wind swelled from his right arm, curling around his body. The tainted, constricting black cloak, though unquestionably unsettling to wear, had served its purpose well. The garment was carried off to his side, the last tendrils of wind blowing an errant strand of hair across his face, jostling the end of his grey phrenic cloak.

      The warning cry resounded like a wave that rippled through the nobles and spectators alike that lined the wall behind him. Without turning, he knew the cause. Six black cloaks had fallen to the ground.

      His eyes raged with an uncontrollable, defiant fire as they met with the captain’s.
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      “Ryl!”

      The startled yet excited cry screamed from a single, shrill voice from inside the mass of tributes. Ryl quickly scanned the crowd. Shock was written across the awestruck faces of all assembled in and around the square. His eyes hesitated for an instant as they focused on Sarial. She held a single hand to her mouth, yet it failed to hide her astonishment. The tears were already streaming down her face.

      A commotion began near the middle of the group, just to her left. Bodies were jostled to the side as the unseen body pushed its way though. The lumbering frame of Zed gave chase to whoever was the focus of the furor, and he hastened toward the edge of the line.

      Aelin exploded through the front row of tributes, nearly toppling several unprepared bodies as he burst free from the group. A pair of guards moved quickly to intercept the young boy.

      The first of the two met Aelin before he reached the line of tributes due for Harvest standing before Ryl. In the man’s eyes, the young boy approaching him was just a child, yet Ryl knew differently. The guard’s arms opened to wrap the charging boy, expecting to give little ground as he easily overpowered the errant child. At the last moment, Aelin dropped his lead shoulder, colliding with him at full speed.

      The overconfident guard was ill prepared for the force of the impact. In his defense, none were prepared for such dramatic results. The strength of the unsuspecting young man and the power behind his motions were transferred into the helpless guard—sending him careening across the square. His body flailed uncontrollably before he slammed into the back of a pair of guards standing to the side, throwing all to the hard earth.

      That brief pause was all the second guard needed to catch up. Coming from the side of Aelin, his intent was different from the first. Whereas the initial guard had sought merely to collect the rampant tribute, the second was far less kind. His baton was already free from its holster, his arm cocked back to his side, swinging to deliver a blow to the young man’s legs.

      The rage in Ryl’s veins boiled over. He tapped into the speed that flowed within his body. The impending attack from the guard. The erratic movement of his counterparts as they struggled to regain their feet. All came to a standstill as Ryl catapulted forward.

      His movement was a blur as he slipped through the line of nervously waiting tributes, moving beyond their escorts. He covered the distance between himself and the guard in an instant. The right arm of the attacker was pulled back, parallel to the ground, just reaching its apex as he primed for a strike at the lower body of the disobedient tribute.

      The strike would never find its mark.

      Ryl caught the right arm of the guard with both of his hands. He latched on as he continued his motion forward. The unprepared guard’s feet lifted free from the ground as his lower body continued moving forward while his upper body followed Ryl’s motion in the opposite direction. Ryl planted his feet; torquing his body to the side, carrying the guard with him. Halfway through his rotation he released the helpless man—the guard sailed through the air for a few meters before landing in a heap, skidding across the ground, and coming to a rest along the edge of the mass of tributes.

      Ryl let time snap back to normal.

      The stunned looks on the faces of the tributes were now alight with a mix of confusion, astonishment, hope and awe. The guards looked afraid.

      Strangely enough, the line of soldiers standing behind the bulk of the tributes remained still. Ryl stalked back toward the line of tributes beyond which the captain remained. With a smile, he jostled the hair on the top of Aelin’s head as he passed. The escorts for the tributes had their hands on their batons, though they shrank back at his approach. They frantically worked their way into a condensed group, seeking safety and the false sense of security that their cluster would bring.

      “The next to move to harm a tribute will die,” Ryl growled. He needed no added feeling to emphasize the determined severity in his voice.

      “Order your men to stand down, Captain,” Ryl commanded as he stopped a step away from Le’Dral. “We do not come seeking blood but know that we will grant no safe harbor to those who choose to stand in our way.”

      Ryl watched Le’Dral. The captain remained motionless, though Ryl knew his mind ran rampant with thought. With questions. The officer’s eyes studied him inquisitively as if probing for a sign of weakness.

      “Stand down,” Captain Le’Dral announced after a moment of contemplation. Ryl could see the struggle that played out in the officer. His dogged sense of duty clashed with the last remaining fibers of his morality. The guards standing escort for the tributes looked at each other worriedly. None were willing to make the first move.

      “I said stand down,” Le’Dral ordered again. The command and force behind his voice were inspiring. “Release the tributes.”

      This cycle’s Harvest needed no second command to act. Without hesitation, the nineteen scurried back to the relative safety of their companions.

      “Traitor,” Maklan’s voice cracked as he shrieked at the top of his lungs. His cries were echoed by a myriad of voices from the top of the palisade. Nobles draped in finery and gold; ladies clothed in dresses that shimmered like gemstones; all wailed in a discordant harmony. Their faces contorted into disfigured visages of rage, disgust and insult. Ryl could almost see the blackness pouring from the depths of their souls. Their faces were illumined by pure anger; they radiated hatred. The feeling was potent, shockingly similar to that of the Outland Horde.

      Under the press of the crowd along the peak of the Palisades, the guards stationed there had lost precious real estate with which to mount an attack. Ryl noted two groups of soldiers, arrows nocked, pushing through from opposite ends of the mass of spectators. Without warning, the arrows came from the gathering of soldiers on the eastern palisade to his left.

      The projectiles screamed through the air, loosed with malicious intent. Their wooden shafts wobbled; their vicious metal tips spun rapidly as they eagerly sought his demise. Ryl had expected this response, was prepared for the action. He called on the speed—the progress of the arrows slowed to a crawl. They inched forward with dogged determination to reach their mark.

      Wind swelled around his right arm, starting as a nothing more than a light breeze that gently swayed the hairs, tickling his skin. The breath of air quickly rose to a gale as he released a focused arc into the incoming projectiles. The blade of air decimated the missiles as it scythed its way through, oblivious to the shafts of wood in its path.

      Ryl again released his hold on the speed. A shower of splintered wood and dislodged arrowheads rained harmlessly down around him. Stray bits of the feathered fletching floated gently through the air as they descended to the earth.

      The panicked cry of alarm that rolled through the crowd as they witnessed the impossible destruction of the arrows was immediately drowned out by a thunderous explosion from his right. Ryl felt the searing wave of heat from the blast rip past him. Throughout the square, guards, spectators and tributes alike dove for cover, shrinking back from the gout of fire that had detonated in the air before them.

      Ryl turned his head to see the remnants of showering sparks and flaming bits of wood fall to the ground. They sizzled as they extinguished upon contact with the earth. A plume of black smoke wafted gently away in the breeze. The blast had occurred several meters away from the palisade, yet the force had tossed the closest guards and spectators from their feet. Incandescent flames rippled around Vox’s tattooed left arm.

      The panicked cries from earlier blossomed into shrieks of pure terror as the bulk of the crowd clambered over each other to flee the top of the wall. Nobles, lords, ladies, commoners and guards alike fought amongst each other with heartless ferocity as they fled the area. A few heads dared frantic, rapid glances over their shoulders in horrified disbelief. A single arrow loosed from a foolhardy archer fell to the ground harmlessly, far short of Ryl.

      “Silence,” Ryl boomed. His voice was amplified with an overwhelming sensation of paralyzing fear that quickly hushed the frenzied crowd. They huddled together, for the time being ignorant of the rank or the station of those who surrounded them. They were aligned in their terror of the unknown.

      There was no understanding of what had taken place before their eyes. No comprehension of the potent emotions that had surged through their bodies. The shock and horror were apparent.

      What they had witnessed was something out of myth.

      “We now near the close of cycle 1351,” Ryl announced to the crowd, turning slowly, ensuring his voice was heard by all.

      “What you witness now is the final act. The abomination that has been allowed to persist for centuries end today,” he continued. His voice dripped with the seething fire of unstoppable determination. “There will be no more Harvests. As of this moment, there will be no more tributes.”

      Murmurs of discontent rose from the crowd on the southern palisade. A single lord sprung to his feet pointing his greedy finger toward the tributes arranged before him. Ryl recognized the colors of the house. He recognized the abhorrent, agitated countenance of the noble who openly dared to challenge his command. The paunchy face twitched with unfiltered anger and disgust as he glared at Ryl.

      The golden opulence of the Lord of House Sarnac glittered in the morning sunlight.

      “You have no right!” the Lord cried. “Who are you to defy the will of the King?”

      “We are the Phrenic. As are they,” Ryl responded with a wave of his hand, motioning to the huddled tributes behind him. “We are free to do as we choose.”

      To his side, Maklan made a cackle as he opened his mouth to protest. In his struggles, the councilor had worked the blade nearly halfway from the ground. He was hunched over, desperately using his chains to free the sword from the earth. Ryl took a single step forward and slammed his foot down on the cross guard.

      The blade plummeted back into the ground with the force of his step. The taut chains of the fetters wrenched the vile councilor from his feet. His body impacted the ground like a stone, and his face struck the earth unrestrained by the help of his hands. An involuntary groan escaped his lungs. Maklan lay still, unconscious.

      “Whatever you call yourself. Whatever tricks you employ, you have no power here. You have no authority,” Lord Sarnac howled. His greedy eyes hovered on the tributes, his face contorted into a mix of anger and childish jealousy.

      “This is the King’s law,” the opulent noble shrieked, emboldened by the superficial words that spewed from his lips. “That is my tribute. My property. Purchased with my own gold.”

      Property.

      The word sent a shiver of raw emotion rolling through Ryl’s body. Rage. Repressed, built up from nearly half a life spent under the heel of those who were considered fortunate to be born without the alexen in their blood.

      The compound was an unwanted inheritance. For cycles he had cursed fate for choosing him to carry its burden. How much had changed over the last cycle? The words of Da’agryn rang through his ears.

      He acknowledged now that the alexen was truly a blessing.

      Ryl grinned as he saw the path in front of him clearly as if it were written on the ground. The noble lord’s retinue was stationed along the edge of the wall, slightly left of the center of the Pining Gate.

      Time froze as he exploded forward. Ryl vaulted upward, planting a foot on the driver's seat of the black wagon. He could see the surprise in Rolan’s slowly widening eyes as he passed. Another step put him on the top of the black wagon. His legs were coiled as he planted his next step on the back edge of the carriage. The wind that had been building in his right hand, exploded downward propelling him skyward toward the peak of the palisade. The rear of the wagon dipped heavily, creaking in protest. A thick cloud of dust billowed out in a circle from the force of the wind.

      Ryl’s cloak billowed out behind him as his momentum carried him to the top of the wall. His feet landed on the top of the stone railing. A single bound from there landed him directly behind the paunchy lord’s back.

      He wrapped his left forearm around the man’s thick neck, pulling him in toward his body. Ryl let go his hold on the speed. As time flashed back to normal, he spun the hopeless, misguided lord around. As they rotated his right hand spewed a semi-circle of wind into the legs of the gold clad retainers and personal guards that ringed the lord of House Sarnac.

      His cloak whipped out to his side, snapping as its momentum stopped abruptly. Those standing in the face of his wind toppled from their feet, knocking down the others standing beside them or fleeing the wall. Ryl reached his right arm behind his back, his fingers eagerly closing on the hilt of the Leaves. The blade awakened with a brilliant explosion of green light and fire as it freed its holster. Green flames distorted the air as they dripped from the serrated edges of the shimmering blade. The cries of alarm again resounded through the crowd.

      “We are no one’s property,” Ryl boomed loud enough for all to hear before his voice quieted. He curled his right arm and burning blade inward, stopping before the green flames reached the lord’s neck. The distinct smell of singeing hair filled the air as the flames licked at the curls that crept out from the top of his golden, jewel encrusted shirt.

      He spoke softly into the ear of the now quivering noble. The fight had all but left the opulent head of his household. In its place was nothing more than a blubbering, obese wretch. His long-life, a product of the so-called Blessing of the King, amounted to nothing.

      “I’ll warn you one time, and one time only. Losing a few coins will be a trivial concern should that vile sentiment again spew from your mouth,” Ryl hissed. “You’ll find money is worthless once your head has been detached from your shoulders.”

      With tears streaking down his face, the lord of House Sarnac shook his head in rapid, short nods, keeping his distended chin as far from the glowing blade as possible.

      Ryl pulled the blade away from the neck of the bawling lord, sweeping its point slowly in a semi-circle. The air behind the shimmering blade rippled as its point passed all those huddled in fear before him. He made eye contact with any who dared; none held his gaze for more than an instant. His eyes burned with a fire that dwarfed the green flames swelling from the Leaves.

      “There is neither person nor money that can claim authority over the lives of these men. These women. These children,” Ryl boomed. “Not here. Not anywhere.”

      Those surrounding him on the walls shrank back further at the force of his words.

      “Know you the fate of the tributes after they leave this pen?” Ryl asked rhetorically. “They are hung like swine, drained over cycles of every last drop of their blood. This is how they produce the blessed elixir you covet.”

      A grumble of voices rolled through the crowd, as few among them held compassion for the plight of the tributes. All traces of humanity had long since been stripped from the gaunt figures that were paraded before them on an annual basis. Ryl felt the fire in his veins surge with his anger.

      “They are humans, like each and every one of you,” Ryl roared. “They were born, by no fault of their own with a gift, the alexen, that dwelled in their blood. In ages past, the power that flows through their veins was all that stood between this Kingdom and destruction.”

      Astonishment registered on the faces of many of those huddled together or attempting to flee the Palisades walkway.

      “Those who you call tributes. Who you steal from their parents; they share the same blood as did Taben and his army,” Ryl thundered. There was a scattering of gasps throughout those who listened over their fear. His voice softened a touch, though the intensity was still overpowering.

      “This is where the history you’ve learned for generations has betrayed you,” he continued. “There is more truth to the myths of Taben the Defender and his army than you know. All were phrenic.”

      Ryl emphasized his statements; pouring out a profound feeling of acceptance, believability and of truthfulness. Though few, there were murmurs of contented surprise from those who’d yet to flee the wall.

      “The same blood that saved the Kingdom from certain doom now courses through my veins and those of the tributes you see before you,” Ryl continued. “The root of myth was founded in truth, and that truth was more potent than you could ever imagine.”

      In the distance, a sound akin to a quietly rolling rumble of thunder reached his ears. From his position atop the palisade, he could see through and beyond the crowd before him—the Sea of Prosper dominated the scene; stretching outward until it met with the horizon. Along the main road coming from the west, a steady stream of guards darkened the surface like a shadow.

      Ryl pushed the lord forward; his sobbing body collided with his personal guards. The group slid across the narrow, stone walkway of the Palisades into a writhing heap of arms and legs. Without another thought, he tossed the burning blade to his opposite hand, wheeling around toward the interior of The Stocks. With a single step he mounted the low stone railing before launching himself outward.

      The air whistled in his ears as the ground below approached at a terrifying speed. He quickly hardened the woodskin over the entirety of his body in preparation for the impact that was shortly to follow. A torrent of wind swelled rapidly around his right arm. At the last moment, Ryl thrust his tattooed right appendage downward, using the force of the wind to counteract the rate of his descent.

      He struck the ground with bone-jarring force, rolling forward as the motion carried him onward. Ryl felt his left shoulder pop from its joint, and the glowing green blade of the Leaves flickered out as it slipped from his fingers.

      He regained his footing immediately, turning to reclaim his weapon. He grinned as the flowing grey robes of Kaep flashed before him. Her bow was drawn, an arrow nocked waiting to fire. Ryl felt the sensation of relief wash over him as she released the tension on the bow string before kneeling to retrieve his dormant blade.

      Without moving her eyes from the palisade she tossed it casually back in his direction. The blade flared back to life as he snatched it from the air with a fluid grace.

      “Clear the square. Move the wagon,” Ryl called out the orders to his companions. He grimaced as he worked to hide the pain that lanced through his left shoulder.

      “It seems we’ve stirred the ant’s nest,” Ryl added. “They come in numbers.”

      Ryl stalked back to the captain, who’d remained motionless, seemingly rooted to the ground throughout the entire rapid exchange.

      “Le’Dral. Get your guards out of here,” Ryl commanded. “Ramm, take Nielix with you. Tear down the gate if they don’t open it. Seal the inner doors once the guards are out.”

      The captain acquiesced with a surprising lack of argument. With a brief, yet curt order, the guards whose duty it was to escort the departing tributes hastened from the square. Most cast terrified, side-eyed glances at Ryl and the other cloaked phrenics as they scurried past. Massive warhammer in hand, he lumbered behind their retreat.

      Still the line of guards forming the outer ring, blocking the northern exit to Cadsae, remained motionless. Ryl squinted his eyes, tilting his head slightly as he looked questioningly at the captain.

      “Understand that there will be no mercy for those who stand in our way, Le’Dral,” he cautioned.

      “Those men are loyal to me and me alone,” Le’Dral sighed as he announced. “My decision has been made. Long have I disagreed with the policies that I’ve been duty bound to uphold. I will stay; so will my men.”

      “Know that there is no coming back from this choice,” Ryl said knowingly.

      The captain looked Ryl in the eyes. They glistened with a hardened determination and an unmasked sense of relief. He showed no sign of backing down.

      Le’Dral extended his right hand.

      There it hovered for a moment while the grin tugged up on the corner of Ryl’s lips. To him, the significance of the gesture was earthshattering. A defining moment with long standing effect he hoped would ripple throughout the land. The single handshake would be the beginning of the events that would set straight the Kingdom from the twisted course it had followed for a millennium.

      Fire surged through his veins, spreading the heat of insuppressible triumph through his body.

      Ryl reached out his hand, meeting the captain’s with an audible clap, albeit the sound was lost over the receding cries of the fleeing nobles and spectators. The significance of the act shook the very foundation of The Stocks.
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      No sooner had Ryl clasped hands with the captain, then the pair was nearly pulled from their feet as young Aelin crashed into his side. The strength in the boy’s embrace was staggering. A thought passed quickly through his mind; an acknowledgment of the true powers that were blossoming in the child's veins.

      He’d grown taller throughout the last cycle. Though still under ten cycles in age, his muscles were well defined, likely a combined result of his labor in the smithy and scant calories. Tears rained from his eyes like a summer downpour.

      “You’ve grown, young man,” Ryl said as he broke his handshake with the captain, resting his hand on the ruffled hair atop Aelin’s head.

      Le’Dral took a step backward from the pair. He nodded his head at Ryl.

      “We need to move the tributes beyond the line of my men,” Le’Dral offered. “They stand at an arrow’s distance. Anything less is inviting injury.”

      Ryl agreed with the captain’s assessment, however he had no intentions of staying in the village for long. They would need to move quickly. Ryl understood the reasoning behind the questioning look on Le’Dral’s face.

      “You hold a precarious position, Ryl,” the captain stated. “They will descend on Cadsae like a wave. From the little I’ve seen today, you and your allies are no doubt skilled beyond comprehension. Know that there are nearly ten thousand troops in the port city. You can be assured the capital with be sending more when word reaches their ear.”

      Ryl knew the news would reach the capital city of Leremont before long. It wouldn’t take an intellectual to connect the destruction of the facility at the Martrion Ruins with this upheaval at The Stocks. They would descend upon The Stocks with a collective force never before mustered by the Houses of Damaris.

      “All will be explained in time, captain,” Ryl answered cryptically. “Know that we have no intention of holding Cadsae. We move to the north.”

      “To the north lies nothing but farmland. You know that,” Le’Dral countered. “The only location close to a defensible position is …”

      The captain’s voice trailed off as his eyes widened in a look of both shock and surprise.

      “Aye, captain,” Ryl responded. “We make for Tabenville. Can your men ready the supplies? We’ll take the wagons, mules and all the provisions we can muster. We need to move quickly.”

      The need for haste was unnecessary to stress. Le’Dral knew full well the predicament they’d put themselves in. His face broke from his official regimented pose as a sly smile crossed his lips. He nodded before hastening toward his men, barking out orders along the way.

      The mass of tributes had slowly crept closer as he’d spoken with the captain. The handshake along with the urgency were understood by all. The tributes parted as the captain rushed through their midst.

      Ryl turned his eyes on the gathered mass of tributes. Friends, family, faces that were nothing more than a memory since their separation a long cycle earlier. His eyes landed on Sarial, her cheeks wet with tears. She rushed forward, pulling him into a tight embrace. He could feel the warm moisture pooling on the shoulder of his cloak.

      Gently, she pushed herself away. She looked up at him through glossy, water-soaked eyes. She spoke quietly between racking sobs.

      “I’ve seen you in my dreams, Ryl,” she whispered. “I knew you’d return to us someday.”

      He leaned down planting a gentle kiss on her forehead.

      “There’s no power in the world that could keep me away forever,” Ryl said softly. There was no power in the world that could contain the smile that spread across his face.

      “Welcome home, Ryl,” a voice came from the crowd. Quinlen stepped forward from the edge of the group. Ryl greeted his friend with a nod before addressing the entirety of the group.

      “There will be time for greetings, and time for explanations soon,” Ryl announced. “I regret that the time is not now. We need to move and move quickly. The full brunt of the Kingdom’s guard will be upon us soon. To them, we are the truant. We are the rebels. Gather whatever possessions you cannot live without, all the food you can carry, and meet behind the line of Le’Dral’s men. We move north with speed.”

      His words were laced an overpowering sense of urgency. Though he knew his friends longed for a greeting, they would understand the need for expediency.

      With a smile and a nod, Ryl guided young Aelin toward Sarial’s waiting arms. Gently turning the young man, she, Aelin and the tributes broke from the group with a disorganized alacrity, rushing like water back toward their meager rooms to gather what little they called their own.

      Kaep backed up a few steps, stopping beside him, her eyes never leaving the nearly empty palisade.

      “Can he be trusted, Ryl?” she asked softly. He watched the object of her questioning ahead, issuing orders to his troops. The men under his command scattered at his word, moving rapidly in the direction of their prescribed tasks.

      “In my heart, I truly believe so, Kaep,” he acknowledged. “In my head, I cannot yet reconcile the truth of it. Any allies will be an asset, they will yet be on a short leash.”

      He turned his head to face the phrenic archer at his side. Her hood was still drawn, yet the low angle of the morning sun illuminated the profile of her lips and chin. His eyes moved past her to the Master’s House and clinic that stood apart slightly apart from the other buildings. He grinned as he recognized the figure standing in the doorway.

      Mender Jeffers.

      “Have Rolan pull the wagon forward out of the range of arrows. The Vigil and Andr will remain guard. The phrenics will hold the gate. I’ll go collect the mender.”

      Without another word, Kaep rushed back toward the wagon and the inner doors of the Pining Gate. Her bow remained ready to loose its deadly projectiles. Her eyes scoured the top of the Palisades for danger.

      The great wall’s top was now devoid of citizens and nobles alike. The guards that remained, hidden behind its staggered crenulations, cautiously peered inward with worried eyes. They had been shaken by the incomprehensible actions of the phrenics. What thoughts ran through their heads as arrows were shattered to splinters by an invisible hand, or incinerated in a fireball that appeared out of nowhere?

      In nothing but myth had such fantastical occurrences ever materialized. They were afraid. Some were curious. Few were awestruck.

      The divide continued to grow.

      Ryl turned his attention back toward the clinic as he quickly strode forward to meet the mender. Jeffers remained standing where he had first seen him; his normally sterile, emotionless face showed true shock and wonder. He knew the mender’s scientific mind was working feverishly to decipher all that he had seen. All that he couldn’t currently explain.

      He took the short staircase leading to the door in a single bound, stopping a step before the mender. Ryl opened his mouth to speak, Jeffers interrupted him before the words could escape his lips.

      “Sarial spoke often of your return,” his voice was flavored with an undeniable tinge of wonder. “I’ve wanted to believe. I’ve worried it was a lingering effect of the trauma she sustained from Delsith.”

      Mender Jeffers’ voice dripped with anger as the name of the previous master invoked a physical response. His brows furrowed; his lips curled into a snarl. Ryl felt the heat of anger surge through his body as well. The previous master had monstrously abused and tortured the tributes for cycles, forever striving to keep any glimmer of hope, of joy, from catching light.

      “It’s good to see you again, my friend,” Ryl admitted.

      The look of hate diffused from the mender’s face as quickly as it had come. In its place Jeffers grinned with wonder. He reached his hand out toward Ryl’s right arm. The mender hesitated before his fingers contacted his tattooed skin.

      “What happened to you?” Jeffers gasped.

      Ryl smiled at the mender, reaching out, clapping him on the shoulder with his left hand. The sudden contact broke the inquisitive, determined concentration on the studious man’s face. The sudden jolt sent a wave of pain shooting through Ryl’s body.

      “There will be time for answers soon enough,” Ryl admitted with a shrug though he winced at the discomfort. “Now we need to make haste. Jeffers, I have with me tributes that are in desperate need of your aid. Clear all the supplies you can from the clinic; we leave for Tabenville now.”

      Jeffers shook his head quickly, snapping himself from his contemplative trance. His look began as one of curiosity before quickly morphing into concern.

      “You’re injured,” Jeffers stated plainly. The mender had tended to Ryl on more than enough occasions—it was almost as if he’d anticipated that some treatment would be required. He moved to Ryl’s side, carefully probing his shoulder with his hands.

      “It’s dislocated,” Jeffers announced. One hand remained still against the back of Ryl’s shoulder, the other gently felt for any additional sign of damage.

      “I know, I could …” Ryl’s words were cut short as Jeffers applied careful pressure to his shoulder without warning. The momentary surge of pain was intense yet faded rapidly as the shoulder popped back into its socket.

      “Compassionate as always, I see,” Ryl hissed at Jeffers through gritted teeth.

      A look of mild annoyance flashed across the mender’s face. He opened his mouth to speak only to be cut off before his retort could be heard. Captain Le’Dral with a pair of guards in tow loped up the steps behind them; Ryl watched them cautiously as the guards approached.

      “Mender, it’s time to go,” Le’Dral announced. “Bring everything you can. These men will help you pack. Do hurry. The entirety of the Cadsae Proper garrison will likely fall on these walls before long.”

      Jeffers’ eyes travelled from Ryl to the captain then back again. Ryl offered a subtle nod of his head. He rolled his shoulder gingerly, pleased to find that the pain had mostly subsided. Jeffers mumbled under his breath as he wheeled toward the door, obviously anxious to reach his obsessively organized supplies before Le’Dral’s men. He stopped abruptly, pivoting his head back, using his arm to block the doorway.

      “You spoke of injuries earlier. I see no more that need my assistance,” Jeffers commented. The captain looked on curiously awaiting the response.

      “I know not whether you’ll remember their names,” Ryl said. Jeffers’ immediate grimace acknowledged the unintended insult in his words. He was quick to amend his statement to placate the mender.

      “I mean no offense, my friend. Names have never been given much weight among the guard,” he added quickly. “There are eleven. In truth, though I recognize most of their faces, it pains me to admit, I cannot remember their names. Except for one. He was like a brother to me. His name is Elias.”

      Both the mender and the captain gasped in response. His was a name the pair clearly remembered.

      “That name was well known by all,” Le’Dral interrupted the mender who’d opened his mouth to speak. “His stunt at his Harvest carried vastly polarized responses among the guards. He was taken two cycles ago. How …?”

      The captain’s voice trailed off as his eyes traveled to the square. The breeze from the sea had picked up again, kicking up small clouds of dust independently from the turbulence caused by the commotion of the foot traffic. Several black cloaks, soiled by the light-colored dirt, blew casually across the ground. Le’Dral’s eyes widened as his gaze traveled back to Ryl.

      “The black cloaks,” the captain gasped. “Those aren’t mere props?”

      Ryl shook his head sullenly.

      “Most are, though they were fashioned after the only original to have survived,” Ryl admitted. “I assure you, the Lei Guard that wore them didn’t relinquish them willingly.”

      The jaws of the captain and the mender hung open as their eyes remained fixed on Ryl.

      “All will be explained in time. I promise,” Ryl insisted. “Now make haste, Mender.”

      Jeffers moved his arm allowing the pair of guards to slip past. He turned quickly to follow the two into the clinic. A thought again stopped him in his tracks he made to turn the corner from the entranceway.

      “Ryl, we just issued the treatments yesterday. Apart from a trivial supply for emergencies, we don’t have any extra,” Jeffers gasped. There was a look of panic written across his face.

      Ryl chuckled as he met eyes with the mender.

      “Waste not the time packing them or the space they’d take up,” Ryl said. “Leave the poison to rot.”

      “Without the treatment they’ll die, Ryl,” Le’Dral interjected.

      “I’ve not had any in a nearly a cycle and I stand before you today,” Ryl added. “It won’t be pleasant for them. Nightmares of what they are about to endure still plague me yet survive it they will.”

      The thunderous sound of an explosion sounded from the direction of the gate. From his position, Ryl couldn’t tell if the voices screamed out in agony or fear. Backing away from the pair, he reached his hands up, pulling the hood up over his face.

      “There’s much you have yet to learn, my friends,” was all he added as he hastened toward the gate.
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      The beleaguered village was made ready to be abandoned in rapid order. For the tributes it took but a moment to gather their paltry possessions. A good number carried nothing more than a simple pack and water skin. Some carried nothing.

      They arranged themselves in a worried group toward the edge of the village’s northern boundary. Le’Dral had stationed a pair of guards at the edge of the city. Both groups eyed each other cautiously, either preparing for hostilities to ensue at any moment.

      Andr and the Vigil had taken charge of corralling the tributes in the absence of the phrenics. Ryl had rushed to the gate as the fireball from Vox’s hand had exploded with a terrifying force. Embers were still raining down from the sky, fizzling as they extinguished on the rough earth. The screams were those of terror. The detonation had occurred to the west of the gate, meters from where the head of the stairs met the walkway along the palisade’s top. The small contingent of brave—or foolhardy—archers who had made ready to loose their deadly arrows now fractured in all directions. While there were inevitably some minor burns and singed hair, none appeared to have been seriously wounded in the assault.

      Ramm and Nielix had made quick work of clearing and sealing the interior of the gatehouse. The guards inside the gatehouse had eagerly abandoned their stations as the last of their companions who’d escorted the tributes to the Harvest vacated Cadsae. They streamed through the narrow door into the safety of the barracks, hurriedly closing the door behind them. Any ideas of counterattack withered as the ominous footsteps of the massive phrenic thundered at their tail. With the gate cleared, Ramm removed the substantial drawbar that secured the  inner doors, wedging the thick timber into the earthen floor; effectively barring the side door leading to the barracks.

      Ryl joined Kaep and Vox as they stood guard. Her bow remained in hand; her eyes diligently covering the Palisades for any signs of threat. Flames burned along Vox’s arm, eagerly crackling for release. The sound of approaching footsteps from behind drew Ryl’s attention. He pivoted to find the twins, Tash and Palon, moving to his position; a group of nearly a dozen tributes followed closely in their wake. Each had armed themselves with crude metal tipped cudgels, likely the cast away scraps from the rundown smithy.

      “Ryl, is that you under there?” Tash inquired, tilting his head; peering into the blackness of his hood.

      “Aye, Tash, it is,” Ryl acknowledged, quickly removing the hood from over his head. The act of covering his face had been so involuntary, so natural that it was now purely second nature. He felt an awkward sense of nakedness with its removal. “It’s great to see you again.”

      “Always knew there was more to you than you let on,” Tash added. “A story for another time, I reckon though. Let us know what you need us to do. Odus and Zed have taken charge of the rest of the tributes.”

      To their west, Ryl saw a guardsman lead a set of mules and cart from the stable, pulling up in front of the clinic. A pair of guards, arms loaded with supplies from the mender’s stores, hastened to deposit their wares before rushing back inside.

      “I fear our time will soon be up,” Ryl commented with a dry, matter-of-fact tone. “The mender could surely use some help. We need haste.”

      “Consider it done,” Tash answered with a wink before turning to the group that had followed him. Palon, silent as always, observed the happenings around the square; absorbing all from their surroundings. His keen eyes logged every detail as they ricocheted across the commotion. He nodded, flashing a wry smile before hastening after his twin.

      With the addition of extra hands, the clinic was cleared of the remainder of its supplies in short order. Ryl watched as ever-organized Jeffers cringed when he noticed the haphazard order in which his goods had been deposited into the cart. The final trip from the clinic contained perhaps the most meaningful cargo. The guards exited; carefully navigating the stairs with a litter laden with an unmoving body. Ryl felt relief flood his body as they loaded the clinic’s solitary patient into the back of the cart. How Le’Dral had managed to smuggle the wounded body of Cavlin into The Stocks in the dead of the night was a mystery, one which he was sure to learn the answer sooner or later.

      Ramm and Vox had joined them after securing the gate and the outer doors. The phrenic had used his strength, and hammer, to crudely commandeer the modest fence that ran along the outside of the warehouse. He had driven the fence piles into the hard ground with ease, wedging them tightly between the rivets of the massive doors, preventing its inswing. The barrier wouldn’t hold long, however, that was never its intent.

      All they needed was to buy time. Precious time to increase the distance between the Pining Gate and their retreat.

      Andr came stalking up from the direction of the gathered mass of tributes. Ryl noted the captain’s approach from the direction of the clinic, while simultaneously a wagon laden with precious food from the storehouse began its sluggish trek toward the edge of the village. Jeffers took his seat alongside the driver of the medical wagon as they moved to follow the first. He flashed a brief, pained smile at Ryl as their eyes met. The overloaded cart rumbled slowly after the first.

      “All are ready, Ryl,” Andr announced. His eyes traveled past, investigating the top of the palisade. The ramparts were still eerily silent. From the city beyond, the noise of  commotion and the rhythmic cadence of approaching boots  grew steadily.

      “They’re making a final sweep of the buildings. It’s time,” Le’Dral added as he came to a stop alongside the mercenary. His eyes flashed with recognition as he studied Andr’s face. As the captain of the guard, Le’Dral was more than aware of the situation regarding Andr’s reassignment to the private security force for Lord Eligar, Ryl’s sponsor. The captain’s absence of shock was unsurprising, as the day had already proven miraculous.

      “Convenient reassignment, I see,” Le’Dral commented with a grin.

      Andr gleamed a devious smile as he nodded his head. The sound of shouted commands grew from the courtyard on the opposite side of the massive gates.

      “It’s time we bid farewell to Cadsae,” Ryl announced. “Le’Dral, how many guards remain under your command?”

      “It’s a token force,” he replied. “They number only thirty, though all are loyal to the core. Where I lead, they’ll follow.”

      “I’d like your men to take the lead with Jeffers and the supply wagons. The black wagon, the Vigil and the tributes will follow. Andr, I want you with them. Have someone relieve Soldi and care for the tributes as best we can,” Ryl added. “The phrenic and I will take the rear. Set the pace as fast as possible. Our horses are limited; save them for those who show any sign of distress.”

      Andr nodded before rushing back to the lead of the rapidly forming caravan.

      “Captain, do you think we can make the waypoint past Thayers Rest before nightfall?” Ryl asked.

      “If it were just the guards, I’d say so without a doubt,” Le’Dral admitted. “You know the state of the tributes better than I. They’ll be hard pressed to make it and still maintain the speed over the coming days if they burn out so early. We’ll know better once we’ve been marching for a few hours.”

      Ryl agreed with the captain’s logic. He still remembered the harrowing four-day trek from Tabenville to Cadsae prior to his Harvest, now just a cycle in the past. The journey had been perilous then and it would assuredly be just as dangerous, if not more so, now. He wouldn’t breathe a sigh of relief until they were all safely under the shadow of the Erlyn’s boughs.

      His eyes traveled past the captain to the jagged peaks of the Haven Mountains spiking their way across the northern horizon. The mountains seemed impossibly far. He felt a wave of nostalgia rush through him as he vividly remembered the path he and Andr had cut through the unknown wilderness of the Outlands. The mountains were all they had to guide them then.

      The captain cleared his throat, bringing Ryl’s focus back from the view in the distance.

      “What are your plans with him?” Le’Dral gestured to the motionless form of Maklan, who remained fettered and staked to the ground.

      Ryl walked slowly to the unconscious body of the councilor. He bent down, grabbing the black sword by his hilt before tearing it from the earth. A shower of loose dirt rained down over Maklan’s still body.

      He let the sword point fall to the back of the councilor’s neck. For a moment, he considered ending the life of the vile man whose hatred for the tributes knew no bounds. Given the opportunity, the corrupted councilor would have likely found his own ways of defiling them, as had Delsith and Osir before him. Rage coursed through Ryl as he raised the sword for its fatal strike.

      Closing his eyes, he exhaled a deep breath. The anger that had swelled through him poured from his lips, carried away by his breath. Ryl let the point of the sword drop.

      “Do with him as you choose. He ordered your execution, Cavlin’s execution and likely countless others; but I’ll not be his murderer,” Ryl admitted as he turned from the councilors prostrate body. He handed the sword carefully to Le’Dral. “I leave his life in your hands.”

      He saw the captain’s hand flex and contract as it fell into a comfortable grip on the long, wicked blade. He watched the anger flash across his face. After a moment, the captain simply nodded his head.

      “Leave him. Let the King suffer his failure. He’ll only slow us down,” Le’Dral announced.

      With Maklan’s fate temporarily spared and the marching orders established, Le'Dral and Andr moved quickly to commence the flight from Cadsae. Cautiously, the heads of the incoming garrisons of the Kingdom’s guard began poking over the edge of the southern palisade. Their backs bristled with arrows.

      Once again, fire swelled around Vox's hand, condensing quickly into a thick, spinning orb of heat and flame. His arm pushed forward, heaving the fireball skyward as if casting a stone into the air. The meteor screamed over the top of the palisade, detonating above the wall in a shower of smoke and sparks. The approach of the archers turned to a hasty, panicked retreat. Vox staggered a step backward as the shockwave from the blast barreled into him. The wind whipped out the fabric of their cloaks. Ryl turned his head to the side as the heated air pushed past.

      The thundering explosion and searing flames slowed the advance of the guard to merely a volley of cautious and probing glances. Heads again peered over the top of the walls, before quickly ducking back down, like animals retreating to their burrows. With the approach of the guards temporarily halted, the phrenics were quick to relinquish their watch over the palisade and Pining Gate. It was only a matter of moments before they’d rejoined the caravan as it moved past the edge of Cadsae.

      The bulk of the group had already abandoned the village, moving quickly up The Stocks’ single main road. A small contingent remained patiently waiting, and Ryl’s heart skipped a beat as he recognized all the faces. They were his closest friends and confidants. They were truly the closest thing he had to family. Nearly all were armed with some variation of crude bludgeon, salvaged from anything they could find.

      Kaep looked at Ryl offering a compassionate smile, leaning in close.

      “Go to them,” she whispered. “We’ll watch the rear. We’ll call if there’s any trouble.”

      Ryl mouthed his thanks though the words failed to make a sound. The events had occurred in such rapid succession since they’d entered the boundaries of Cadsae Proper, that he’d had only a moment to greet his friends. He found himself immediately overwhelmed by the raw emotion that surged through his body. He worked feverishly to hide the tears that threatened to pour from his eyes as he padded forward ahead of the phrenics.

      Again, it was Aelin who ran free from the group, throwing himself around Ryl’s waist.

      “I told you I’d return,” Ryl whispered to the boy as he began whimpering quietly. “Come, let’s join the others. We can talk while we walk.”

      Ryl separated the boy from him, placing his hand gently on his back guiding him to the others. Sarial stood at the front of the group. Her smile was as infectious as he remembered. To her left stood the towering frame of Zed. His massive body dwarfing Odus, Rikel and Quinlen who remained to his side. The twins stood to Sarial’s right. Sandwiched protectively between them was the compassionate young Elora and Luan. He’d failed to note earlier the sleeping babe that she cradled carefully to her chest, supported by a cloth sling hung over her shoulder.

      There was not an eye among them that was free from the evidence of recently shed tears. The wet streaks traced a light clean trail through the dust that had settled over their skin.

      “I’ve missed you, my friends,” Ryl choked out the words as his voice broke.

      The round of embraces and handshakes was brief yet utterly heartfelt. All had their moment of private greeting before Ryl urged them onward. The need to spread the distance between themselves and Cadsae was great. The phrenics remained several meters behind, politely granting them space as Ryl was reunited with his friends. Their introductions would wait until a later time.

      Luan was the last to greet him. The tears were streaming down her cheeks as she stepped forward to embrace him. The hug was light owing to the silent, peaceful child resting against her chest. A thick mop of black hair poked out from under the crude hood pulled over its head.

      Intimate relationships between the tributes were expressly forbidden within The Stocks as having children was considered an abnormally cruel punishment for the child. The circumstances surrounding her unplanned pregnancy were severe. The nameless and unwarranted father was unknown, though it was likely he was executed at the hands of Captain Le’Dral when the truth of the atrocities occurring at Tabenville first came to light.

      Ryl stepped back, admiring the peaceful face of the child in her arms. Luan was glowing with the beauty of motherhood. The joy he felt beaming from her stood out like a blazing beacon in the darkness of The Stocks.

      “His name is Rylan,” she cooed as she looked down at the sleeping child in her arms. “He was born early. The rigors of life here are too stressful. The mender didn’t hold much hope. I knew in my heart that he was bound to be wrong. The first time he opened his eyes, I saw a glimpse of that fire, the terrifying swell of determination the likes of which I’d only seen in your eyes. I thought the name would be fitting.”

      Ryl reached out, gently stroking the babe’s cheek with the back of his finger. His tiny face reacted with a twitch; his body squirmed slightly. His lips puckered and released as he scrunched himself into the warmth of his mother’s breast. It was with difficulty that he removed his eyes from the child raising them to meet Luan’s gaze.

      “He’s perfect,” Ryl whispered with a smile. “Though I hope he’s less prone to injury than his namesake.”

      Luan snorted a quiet laugh, before her face turned deadly serious.

      “I’ll not have you corrupt him with your foolhardy ways,” she said in jest. “I hope you’ve at least learned your lesson by now.”

      “I’m afraid it’s a lesson I’ve yet to accept,” Ryl admitted as he urged his friends onward. They’d lingered too long. The bulk of the group ahead had just disappeared beyond the first corner of the road in the distance. He cast a final glance back over his head at the wall that separated them from the city, and from the growing thousands who likely amassed behind. There was still no motion along the top of the palisade.

      How long would they remain outside? With what force would they make their first assault? Everyone knew it was coming. How soon and with what numbers was the question?

      “Why Tabenville, Ryl?” Tash inquired as they moved ahead at a clip bordering a slow jog. “We pin ourselves between a rock and whatever pursues us through the gate.”

      Ryl smiled at his friend.

      “Tabenville is the most defensible plot of land in the entirety of The Stocks,” Ryl responded. “The woods will grant us the time we need.”

      “Time we need for what?” Sarial interrupted.

      “There are many things that you are yet to understand about your current station and the power that flows through your veins,” Ryl answered cryptically. “For now, save your energy for speed. Let hope power your legs. It will be a long march before we can breathe with any measurable degree of safety.”

      For the beleaguered tributes, the pace Le’Dral had set bordered on frantic. It was still some time before they managed to catch the group ahead. Spurred by the fear of retribution from the world outside their domain coupled with their newfound freedom, they quickly ate the miles up the dusty, hard-packed earthen path.

      The party now totaled nearly four hundred. Le’Dral and a score of his loyal guards led the rapid procession northward. The remainder were stretched out along the flanks of the caravan. Their eyes diligently scrutinized the surroundings for any signs of a threat.

      The party now consisted of four wagons. Along with the black wagon that housed the tributes and Elias, two held a mix of food stocks, clothing and supplies, the other brimmed with the contents of the clinic along with the single litter that carried Cavlin. For the sake of speed, Ryl had woefully chosen to leave the ailing tributes from the razed facility in the black wagon even though their confines were cramped. He’d ordered the door opened so that the fresh air and light could free the inside from the gloom and flickering light of the lantern. They would unfortunately remain contained until the party made their tenuous camp for the night. He’d hoped their progress would carry them to the waypoint, yet  accepted that they would likely fall short of that goal. He would be content if they could reach the work camp at Thayers Rest before exhaustion took its toll. Whether they remained there for the night, or simply paused for a spell before pushing further, they would work to reorganize one of the supply wagons to allow the tributes more room to recover as well as granting access to the mender.

      Several miles after their march had begun, the mixed procession crossed over the first of the three bridges that spanned the gap of the river that ran the length of The Stocks. Captain Le’Dral waited on the far side, his hands on his hips, his eyes studying the terrain behind them.

      Ryl had remained with his friends throughout the first leg of the trip. The overwhelming feeling of comfort he experienced in their presence was exhilarating. He’d dreamed of this moment every day for the last cycle. He paused as they crossed the sturdy wooden bridge that spanned the slow-moving waters of the river.

      “They’re holding up well so far,” Le’Dral stated as Ryl stopped along his side. “I admit, I’m impressed by the speed they’ve been able to maintain.”

      “They’ve carried on without a sliver of hope for cycles. Even a limited taste of freedom can be a powerful motivator,” Ryl acknowledged. His eyes traveled to the south, to where Cadsae met the Pining Gate. “So too can fear.”

      The phrenics serving as the rear guard slowed to a stop, falling in behind Ryl as they crossed the bridge. Le’Dral’s eyes followed them as they passed, squinting for a view beneath the hoods that remained drawn over their heads. Though Ryl had grown accustomed to it, he acknowledged the unnatural blackness that hid their faces under the cloth was unnerving.

      “Introductions will have to wait for the time being, captain,” Ryl announced. “How soon can we expect a challenge from the guard outside the gate?”

      It took a moment for Le’Dral’s eyes to separate from the phrenics before returning to Ryl. He shook his head slowly as he thought.

      “After the display you and your friends gave them, they’ll likely wait until the entirety of the garrison has arrived before giving chase,” the captain admitted. “It’ll take time to clear the gates, though not long I’m afraid. As you know, they’ll easily track our movements.”

      Le’Dral’s eyes roved the landscape from the east to the west with the comment, pausing for a moment as they reached the wall that penned in The Stocks. Ryl saw a sliver of the oppressive weight of the situation register across the captain’s face. For the first time, the man viewed the interior of the area from the perspective of its inhabitants.

      “Perspective has a way of coloring things a bit differently, doesn’t it?” Ryl remarked.

      Le’Dral thought for a moment before responding. His brows furrowed and his eyes squinted as he observed the land that surrounded him.

      “That it does,” he whispered.

      He blew out an audible, heavy exhale as he shook himself from the moment of introspection.

      “I’d guess at nothing more than an expeditionary force tonight,” the regimented tone again crept into his orderly voice. “Tomorrow they’ll come with full force, with cavalry in the lead. Though I expect they’ll be sluggish to mobilize at this point.”

      Ryl needed not question the comment as the captain continued.

      “With Maklan’s appointment as Councilor to The Stocks, the dynamic of the guard changed rapidly,” Captain Le’Dral explained. “I found my officers, my senior advisors, my appointments, replaced within a moon. The disappearances of those who shared a passive approach to the tributes began thereafter.”

      “What of Millis and Moyan?” Ryl quizzed. He saw a flash of emotion cross the captain’s face though it was too rapid to read its nature.

      “Moyan and Millis were stripped of their commands. Moyan rides with the cavalry still,” Le’Dral answered. “I’m afraid no one knows where Millis is. He disappeared nearly a moon ago.”

      Ryl’s heart ached at the news. Millis had been kind to him beyond expectation. His sentiment toward the tributes was a relief.

      His absence would be mourned.

      “Maklan replaced the competent leadership I’d installed with men promoted for their subservience to the crown,” Le’Dral continued. “They command through hatred and fear alone, their attention to discipline is poor. The loyalty of those who serve them is fragile at best. The habits that I worked for cycles to instill vanished nearly overnight. The guards have grown lax in discipline and respect in their absence. There is a rift among them that has grown deep.”

      “Can we expect more support given your ... desertion?” Ryl asked. He was hesitant to use the word. Though he grasped at understanding, he couldn’t hope to comprehend what the captain had lost as a result of his current decision.

      For what had he traded his life?

      “At this speed, we should reach Thayers Rest before dark,” Ryl spoke, changing the subject as he ran an idea past the captain. “We need to care for the wounded that came with us. Let them sleep early. We’ll move again under the cover of darkness once the eyes from the Palisades have been blinded.”

      “We’ll have to slow them down further,” Le’Dral allowed the small smile to cross his face.

      Ryl clapped the captain on the shoulder, meeting his eyes with a grin.

      “Vox, care to put the strength of the bridge to the test?” he called.

      The phrenic nodded his head subtly before stepping away from the group.

      “There’ll be no bridges left in Damaris before you’re through,” Ramm mumbled as the elementalist strode forward, eyeing the doomed bridge hungrily. A look of curiosity spread across Le’Dral’s face. Ryl merely shrugged his shoulders.

      Vox stalked his way toward the bridge flexing his left hand repeatedly.

      The wooden bridge itself was rudimentary in design, having only to span a ten meter wide section of the gently flowing river. Easily wide enough to fit a single wagon across its span it featured no railings on either side. Four large sections of timber spanned the gap, supported by a single wooden column in the middle. Crude, yet smoother panels were hammered down perpendicular to the beams forming the road’s surface.

      The phrenic stopped as his feet made contact with the first wooden panel of the bridge. Ryl could see the air around his left arm begin to distort as the heat intensified. A moment later, the flames began dancing down his tattooed arm, crackling quietly as they grew. From a few meters back, Ryl could feel the searing heat as the gout of fire exploded from Vox’s arm. The long, thin line splashed like water as it struck the wooden planks of the bridge, lighting everything it touched aflame. With a second pass of his arm, the entire center section of the bridge burned as it was rapidly devoured by the greedy flames. Ryl, the captain, and the phrenics moved a step back as the heat from the blaze grew. Only Vox remained where he stood, though he wobbled somewhat erratically.

      The snapping of the timber along the outer edge of the bridge heralded its downfall. With a deafening crack, the log split in two. The ravaged planks and neighboring beams, weakened by the fire that ate at their core, snapped in succession. The burning wood hissed, releasing clouds of steam as they hit the surface of the water. A few moments later, the last of the timbers gave way, splashing into the river below. Vox turned back to face the group, sunlight illuminating the satisfied smile under the shadow of his hood.

      From both sides of the banks, the bridge had been destroyed to within a few steps from the edge. Though the water was calm, it ran deep at this location, making crossing on foot a precarious and tedious undertaking. The nearest shallows were many miles to the north. The nearest bridge was further than that. Ryl was satisfied that they’d bought themselves time.

      But how long?

      Without another word, they turned, quickly following their retreating companions. In the middle of the river, the center pillar, the lone standing support of the bridge, burned quietly.
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      After razing the bridge, Ryl, the phrenics and Captain Le’Dral quickly caught up with the rest of the caravan that had slowed a short distance further up the narrow road. With their addition, the rapid march resumed onward unmolested, though the eyes of many frequently turned back to the south, cautiously searching for any sign of pursuit.

      It was well past midday when they approached the small work camp. The last time Ryl had been here, he and Cavlin had slipped silently into the night. Le’Dral had set fire to the rundown boarding house—faking Ryl’s death in the fire. The new structure that had been raised from the ashes of the original, though roughly the same dimension, was a far cry from its predecessor. Ryl saw no gaps between the wooden planks that lined the walls, no poorly maintained repair used as sutures for an ailing building.

      His eyes wandered the area before falling on the captain, who was silhouetted against the light soil of the newly harvested crops on Thayers Hill. Le’Dral had stayed true to his word. The work camp had been rebuilt with more care and respect for those who would inhabit it throughout the cycles.

      Nearly half of Le’Dral’s guards had fanned out in a rough circle a few hundred meters from the camp. The line was porous yet would have to suffice; giving warning in the eventuality of an assault in the night. The others quickly went to work constructing a fire. A few of the idle guards even moved among the tributes seeking to assist them in whatever manner they required.

      Ryl could see the skeptical eyes of the tributes following them as they walked through their midst. Like Ryl, their entire perspective of the world they lived in had changed in a matter of moments. The veil of ignorance had been pierced, though it would still be time before they had a clear understanding of the true state of things. For both the tributes and Le’Dral’s guards, acceptance of the change would come with time.

      His full attention was focused on watching the scene unfold before him. He was oblivious to the phrenics who’d stopped by his side. It was Vox who broke the silence.

      “If I’m not mistaken, those are signs of cooperation I see,” the elementalist said quietly.

      “Aye, that they are,” Ryl agreed. “The day has been an eye opener for them all. There is still more to come. I’ll go fetch the mender. Help the Vigil move the tributes. They’ve been cooped up for far too long.”

      The phrenics complied without a word. Ryl followed them for a few meters before splitting off, heading toward the tributes who now swarmed around the small work camp.

      The wagons had come to a final halt just off the side of the earthen road. The cloud of dust continued following their motion, slowly sweeping over them as it dissipated to the north. The Vigil remained guard around the black wagon, and Rolan climbed down from the driver’s seat, assisting young Faya. She yawned carefree as she rested her head on her father’s shoulder. Her eyes grew wide as she noted Ryl’s approach. Their brilliant blue seemed to shine in the late afternoon sun.

      Ryl stopped alongside the pair, placing his hand on Rolan’s shoulder as he spoke.

      “You were very brave, young Faya. I’m proud of you,” he admitted, though his eyes locked with Rolan’s. He’d witnessed the relief that flooded the man’s eyes as soon as his daughter was reunited with him in the square. The smile on Faya’s face grew with the compliment.

      Ryl gently jostled her hair as he eagerly moved on to catch the mender. As he passed the wagon, it was Andr who fell in line, matching him step for step.

      “Have you seen Cray?” Ryl asked softly.

      “Just in passing. Nothing more,” Andr answered. His voice was laced with a touch of sadness. “The time hasn’t been right. That he is alive and in the reach of my protection is enough for the moment.”

      Ryl felt for the mercenary. Cray was all that the man had left from the life that was stolen from him. While he couldn’t fathom the depths of emotion—the overwhelming joy that he must have felt in seeing his boy—Ryl knew that the encounter would have triggered other less jovial feelings as well. The stinging wound from his wife’s betrayal, still fresh though it had been cycles.

      “You’ve languished long enough, my friend,” Ryl said. “I’ll have Sarial fetch him shortly.”

      The mercenary stopped abruptly, opening his mouth as if he was going to speak. He closed his eyes and mouth as he inhaled a deep breath through his nose.

      “No, Ryl. Let us see to the wounded first, then rest,” was his response. “The news, regardless of how he takes it, will be a shock. They will need all the rest they can get. There will be time once we make Tabenville. I’ll make room in the closest supply wagon. We can move some there; give them room to spread out a bit.”

      Andr clapped him on the shoulder, offering him a genuine, yet forced, smile. Ryl knew the mercenary well enough to understand when the conversation was at a close. This was Andr's decision. Ryl would respect his friend’s opinion no matter what he decided.

      “I’ll bring Jeffers,” Ryl replied. Andr nodded his head affirmatively before moving back

      toward the black wagon.

      By the time he reached the mender’s wagon, Jeffers was in the middle of rearranging his supplies that had been dislocated during the trip. Ryl peered into the wagon at the battered body of Cavlin. The man looked pale, making the discoloration of his bruises all the more striking.

      “How is he, Jeffers?” Ryl asked, announcing his presence to the clearly agitated mender.

      Jeffers looked up, his eyes softening as he noted Ryl.

      “He lost a lot of blood, but he’ll live,” Jeffers sighed. “From the rumor, I hear he has you to thank for that. He’ll bear quite the scar as a reminder.”

      Ryl was beyond relieved to hear the optimistic report from the mender.

      “I was merely in the right place at an opportune time,” he admitted. Fate had truly been kind in allowing him to save the guard. “I had few tools to work with at the time; it was the best I could do.”

      Jeffers straightened himself up from where he leaned over the edge of the wagon, rounding to Ryl’s side. He placed his hands on Ryl’s shoulders, twisting his body to face him. Jeffers’ eyes were serious as they met.

      “He’d be dead if it weren’t for you,” Jeffers whispered.

      Ryl nodded his head subtly in response.

      “I need your skills to help with those we brought with us,” Ryl said. “They’ve shown marked improvement, though their conditions are still ... rough. We know not the full story of the horrors they were subjected to.”

      Jeffers followed Ryl as they walked back toward the black wagon. Sarial and the twins approached from amongst the tributes milling around by the common house.

      “Ryl, the tributes are getting restless, they’re worried,” she spoke softly. He saw her eyes jump quickly to the mender who stood at his side. The hint of joy brightened her face for an instant before it was masked by her self-restraint. “They need to know what lies ahead.”

      Ryl knew she spoke the truth. He sighed as he acknowledged the task that was before him.

      “Aye. Tash, Palon. Spread the word. Gather the tributes. I’ll speak to them after we see to our wounded companions,” Ryl ordered. “Sarial, please come with us. There’s something you need to see.”

      Sarial fell in line with the mender, walking a few steps in front of Ryl. Her arm brushed Jeffers’ ever so slightly as she walked along at his side. The contact was subtle; Ryl only noted it as he found his aware eyes keenly watching their behavior.

      Andr, with the assistance of several idle guards, had emptied nearly half of the wagon of its supplies. Cautious of the mender’s scorn, the guards had been working to catalog and organize the hastily gathered materials.

      Turning the corner of the black wagon, Jeffers and Sarial stopped abruptly in their tracks. Nielix was carefully lowering a litter containing the emaciated body of one of the tributes from the facility down from the back of the wagon. Dav and Soldi were assisting in moving the laden stretcher. Already three tributes lay on the ground behind the wagon; two rested in a sitting position, supported by the large wooden wheel. Though they were conscious, their eyes were unfocused, staring blankly off into the distance.

      Sarial gasped aloud. Jeffers’ eyes widened for an instant before reverting to their habitual look of analytical focus. He hurried to the side of the closest body resting quietly on the ground, beginning his cursory examination immediately.

      “What happened to them?” Jeffers asked as he bent his head down, placing an ear against the man’s chest.

      “We pulled them from the processing facility in the shadow of the Martrion Ruins,” Ryl said. “They had been bound nearly vertical to wooden slabs likely since the cycle burned into their neck.”

      He glanced at the neck of the man who lay unmoving on the ground as the mender examined him. The dark red brand was in stark contrast to his pale, stretched skin.

      H1345.

      This man had likely languished in that facility six cycles. How many vials of the blessed elixir had he produced? How much longer would he have remained before being discarded or corrupted as an initiate of the Lei Guard?

      “Other than the incision and needle that bled them from their arm, we know little of what they were forced to endure,” Ryl admitted. “The menders who oversaw them chose to poison themselves rather than submit to interrogation. We were able to collect a journal from the facility, though it’s written in a code that none of us could read.”

      Jeffers’ head shot up from his examination at the mention of the journal.

      “I’d be interested to see it,” Jeffers interjected excitedly. Ryl could see the wheels of his intellectual mind spinning rapidly at the thoughts of decoding unknown medical or scientific knowledge, no matter how dark it may be.

      Sarial moved to the side of the mender, kneeling beside him, placing her hand delicately on the tribute’s arm.

      “They have names,” she muttered, more to herself than anyone. “His name is Rao.”

      Tears swelled quickly in her eyes. A single, salty drop trickled down her cheek.

      The name sparked remembrance in Ryl. They’d shared a home inside the walls of The Stocks for nearly two cycles. Ryl felt a wave of remorse and regret that he’d failed to recall his name.

      Behind them Vox appeared in the back of the wagon. He bent down, resting the litter on the floor before hopping down and collecting the crude handles once again. Ramm moved quietly to the end of the wagon watching as the next of the tributes was moved. Soldi assisted with the other side of the litter as Vox slid it from the wagon.

      Sarial had raised her head, her tear-filled eyes taking in the tributes lying immobile on litters or sitting, staring into oblivion.

      “I know them all,” she whispered as the tears began to stream again. “They’re but shells of what they once were.”

      Ryl closed his eyes, offering a small, painfully forced smile as he nodded his head.

      Soldi and Vox lay down their newest charge on the short, green grass a meter from where Jeffers and Sarial kneeled. This tribute was lashed to the litter by both his hands and his feet.

      Ryl saw Sarial’s eyes bulge as she recognized the body on the gurney. The tears that had been increasing steadily, ran free like rain pouring from the clouds above. She half stumbled, half crawled to his side, immediately throwing her arms around him. She choked out his name through the wracking sobs that tore through her body.

      “Elias,” she cried. Her pleading eyes turned to Ryl. They were filled with a depth of sadness, anger and pain that Ryl couldn’t hope to understand.

      “Ryl, he was like a brother to you! Why is he bound like this!?” her initial questions were spoken with a tone of animosity that stung Ryl far greater than any wound, any injury he’d sustained. He fell to his knees beside Sarial and Elias, putting his arm gently around the sobbing tribute.

      “What did he do?” her pleading voice was now wrought with fear. The meteoric swing of her emotions was not entirely unsurprising to Ryl. So much had changed so quickly. He was sympathetic.

      More was to come.

      “I didn’t think there was any part of the man we once knew left when we were first reunited. I know not if that man will ever again return,” Ryl stated. He forced the emotion from his voice for fear of it overwhelming him.

      “Life beyond the Harvest has ever been an unknown for those of us who are prisoners of The Stocks,” Ryl continued. “I know now what fate lays beyond those gates. Surely none harbored fantasies of peace; the truth, I’m afraid is far more grim than imaginable. Once the alexen has been drained from their body the shells that are left are repurposed. It’s from these shells the Lei Guard are born.”

      Sarial rocked back on her feet, sitting roughly on the grass by Elias’s side.

      “How’s that possible?” Jeffers intoned as he continued to examine one of the tributes a few steps away. His voice spoke of disbelief. “How could the tributes be capable of such wanton hate and destruction? They’d never rightly serve the King that had kept them enslaved for most of their lives.”

      “I fear the tributes have no say in the matter. Permission is neither asked nor granted,” Ryl spat. He could feel the anger building, igniting the fire that raced through his veins. The infinite sadness he felt at his friend’s fate failed to consume the inferno that now raged inside.

      “It was a lesson learned far too late,” Ryl whispered. “The thirteen that accompanied Elias died by our hands before we learned the truth. They are corrupted. They’ve been tainted. The alexen that flows through them stripped to feed the insatiable desire for power. Replaced by a darkness has haunted our nightmares for a millennium.”

      Jeffers and Sarial stared at him in wide-eyed anticipation.

      “It's called nexela,” Ryl said. “It's the antithesis to the compound that is inherent to every tribute. It's a darkness that courses through their veins. It’s a derivative found in one place and one place alone. The blood of the Outland Horde.”
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      Sarial refused to leave before checking on every fragile body removed from the wagon. Word traveled fast among the tributes. They came first in pairs. The approach soon became a stampede as they crowded in close, peering over or around the others to view their ailing brethren. Not an eye among them was without tears. Not an eye among them didn’t flash with a hatred that held no bounds as they viewed the wreckage of those who’d shared the same walls.

      The emotion was not just limited to the tributes. The guards who remained closest to the work camp showed unquestionable signs of disgust at the sight. These were not the looks of repulsion that Ryl had grown accustomed to seeing written across the faces of his jailors during his tenure. The difference was as clear as night and day. The guards who’d abandoned their post, rebelling with the captain, viewed the shells of the tributes with loathing that was internalized. They were sickened in themselves for their part they played in perpetuating this occurrence. Disgusted in the dredges of humanity that allowed this to continue unchecked.

      “So, this is the life we have to look forward to after our Harvest?” a voice rose from the depths of the crowd. Ryl turned his head but could see not the speaker.

      He slowly viewed the mass of tributes that now gathered around the shells of their companions. He turned around in a circle, making a point to make eye contact with as many as he could.

      He saw anger.

      He saw questioning.

      He saw fear.

      He closed his eyes for a moment, sending a wave of hope out in a circle, touching all those who gathered around their fallen companions. His eyes lit with a fire that matched the heat surging through his veins. The air around his body shifted slightly in a circular motion; his hair and cloak ruffled in the steady breeze. Those standing closest to him took a step back.

      “This is no longer the life you’re destined to lead,” he growled. His voice was hushed yet carried over the assembled group. “I spoke true this morning. As of today there will be no more tributes, no more Harvest. Though you still linger inside its walls, The Stocks will hold you no longer.”

      There was a mumbling clamor of ascension and contention from the tributes. Ryl pivoted slowly, seeking the most vocal skeptics of the group.

      “You lead us north, when freedom lies to the south, through the gate,” came a cry from behind.

      Ryl nodded his head as he turned.

      “Aye, we could have led you south. It is true that we could have blown open the doors, we could have released a flood of tributes into the streets of Cadsae Proper,” Ryl acknowledged. “Over ten thousand trained soldiers, armed with steel, not batons, wait in the garrison on the outskirts of that city. I’ve walked those same streets. They now teem with a massing of citizens who made the trip to see one thing. All walks of life and joined together in the spectacle of tributes being dragged from inside these walls to their awaiting fates.”

      “We’ve seen what you can do,” came another voice from the mass. “Could you not have hewed a pathway through them? They trembled with fear at the display of your powers.”

      Ryl looked at the phrenics who’d remained standing alongside the black wagon. He needed not see their faces to understand the pained emotion that each of them emitted.

      “Aye, that we could. We could have cut down each and every man, women or child who raised their arms against us,” his admission sent a shudder through the crowd. “What then? You’d be free. You’d have nowhere to go.”

      Silence fell over the crowd as he continued.

      “We are not butchers. Though we are more than capable, we do not seek death,” Ryl stated. “To end this cycle of oppression, to drive the final nail through the Ascertaining Decree, there will surely be blood. There will come a time, when the phrenics will stand against those in battle. When that day comes, we will not stand alone. There is much you will learn of the power that flows through your veins. The phrenics of old sought peace. Sought to bring balance to the world. In another time you would have been revered for your intellect, sought after for your counsel and cherished for the wonders you could create. The phrenics of ages past offered a voice of wisdom behind the men and women who ruled the Kingdom. Their station was never to lead. They were educators.”

      “Who will stand with us to make that change?” another voice rang from the crowd. Ryl caught sight of the speaker as he continued his questioning. Ryl smiled as he recognized its origin. It was Cray. Andr’s son. “We are but a few hundred. Untrained in the skills of war. There are only a handful of soldiers with us. What hope do we have against the countless millions who’d see us enslaved?”

      Ryl understood the question. He understood the doubt. His eyes had once been blind to the possibility that the world wasn’t as dark, wasn’t as disparate as it seemed. It was a single act that opened his eyes.

      “Aye, there is a vast disparity in the numbers. Not long ago I was like you, believing that we were alone. That nowhere in the Kingdom were any to rely on; any that desired more than to keep us in chains,” Ryl locked eyes with Cray as he continued. The young man held his burning gaze as he continued. “It was within these walls that I was awakened to the fallacy of those thoughts. A single act of unexpected kindness from a solitary guard rekindled the flickering light of hope that had nearly expired.”

      He turned his body slowly, locating Andr, who was leaning against the side of the black wagon.

      “It was with the assistance of this same man that that the vile sub-master of Tabenville met his deserving demise,” Ryl announced as he met the eyes of Andr. He stretched out his hand, extending his pointer finger toward the mercenary. “It was again with his assistance that I survived after my Harvest. He has become my steadfast companion, my closest friend. He followed me on a seemingly hopeless mission through the wastes of the Outlands, carrying me when I could go no further.”

      The beginnings of a smile cracked across Andr’s face as he gave a subtle, approving and thankful nod.

      “Though they have been silenced for fear of death, there are those out there who hold more ill will toward the Ascertaining system than to the tributes,” Ryl continued. “Left alone, we offer no threat to them. They’ve been denied the knowledge, been denied the truth of their history for generations. They’ve been fed tales of a wonderless existence, a life lived in perpetual servitude. The teachings have been so pervasive that they infected the very fiber of their beings. Ignorance is now a trait tragically passed down to our children. The wonders of the world have been relegated to nothing more than myth.”

      “How do we expect to live, how do we survive when we have no treatment?” the question was met with a chorus of voices all talking over one another, echoing a similar sentiment. “We’ll be dead within a moon.”

      Ryl raised his hands begging for quiet. At the same time, he sent out a wave of calm. The emotion had a clear effect on some, while others looked more confused as they realized the distraction of the unwarranted emotion.

      “I stand here before you now, do I not?” Ryl asked rhetorically. “The treatment that’s been forced down your throats since the day you stepped foot inside these walls is a lie. It is a poison that acts as a barrier that prevents your body from accessing its rightful powers.”

      Ryl turned slowly in a circle regarding the tributes that surrounded him.

      “I warn you, the sickness that will come is very real, though it is not the death sentence that it has been made to seem,” Ryl admitted. “It is an excruciatingly painful result of the alexen in your body fighting back at the vile poison that has choked your veins. We carry with us a remedy which should lessen the effects, though the sickness may linger for weeks.”

      The voices from the surrounding tributes again spoke in a chorus of distinctly differing opinions. Ryl could make no sense of the noise as they shouted over each other. Out of the corner of his eye, Ryl saw Captain Le’Dral working his way forward to the front of the group.

      “There’s nowhere in The Stocks that we can hide for weeks,” a voice shouted over the others. “We’ll be hunted down in days if they haven’t begun already.”

      “Aye, they will come,” Captain Le’Dral announced as he stepped into the inside of the circle that had formed around Ryl. “Inside these walls, we are visible virtually anywhere we go. Rest now, we will use the cover of darkness to move ahead unseen.”

      Ryl observed the faces of the tributes as the captain spoke. He was curious to see their reactions. Only a few hours earlier, he had been a high ranking representative of the Kingdom that kept them enslaved.  A Kingdom they now knew had designed to milk them of every last drop of the blood, of the power that lived within their veins. He was surprised to see that most watched him intently, listening with rapt attention as he spoke.

      The actions of the tributes spoke more to the character of the captain than the words that issued from his mouth. He had again kept his promise.

      He’d treated them with the respect they deserved.

      “They are disorganized, though I expect a scouting party to be moving in our wake as we speak,” the captain continued. “I want them to find only the smoldering remains of our fire when they arrive. The army will undoubtedly march into the night. By the time the scouts report back we should be miles closer to our destination.”

      “Where will we go?” it was Sarial who spoke up as the captain’s words faded.

      “We march for Tabenville,” Ryl responded confidently. “It is the only defensible position left within The Stocks.”

      “When the sickness falls there will be a force of less than fifty to hold off an army of nearly ten thousand,” Cray interjected “Not for hours, but for weeks. How will we survive the attacks?”

      Ryl took a deep breath, letting the crisp, refreshing air satiate his boiling blood.

      “The force standing between you and whatever army marches forth will be miniscule,” Ryl acknowledged. “Yet, our enemies will find that they have more to fear than a handful of soldiers and a few cloaked warriors.”

      The tributes around him went silent as they pondered the meaning of his cryptic response. Ryl was hesitant to divulge more information than necessary. He paused for a moment before continuing. The wind circling around his body began to intensify.

      “You are all phrenic,” Ryl stated plainly. “You are unawakened, yet the power of your alexen unites us all. We are the last of a race pushed to the brink of extinction. You’ve carried on for so long with only the faintest glimmer of hope. Close your eyes and tell me what you see with your mind; the light you see is that hope realized.”

      He noted the eyes of a few squeeze shut at his command. He quickly surveyed the crowd for any sign of recognition. Of all, it was Palon who regarded him with an uncharacteristic grin.

      “There are yet secrets to be discovered within these walls that have hidden in plain sight since your first day here,” Ryl said quietly. “And there are wonders beyond these walls that have remained hidden from the Kingdom since their inception. All will come to light soon enough. Rest is what’s needed now. We still have many miles to travel before we reach our destination.”

      With little else of substance that needed to be said, the impromptu meeting came to a close. There was still much for the tributes to learn. The secrets of the Erlyn loomed in the distance. The secrets that lay dormant in their blood begged for discovery. The wait would be excruciating, possibly even more so than the sickness that was inevitably to come.

      The tributes dispersed with a distant look in their eyes. Though the future was undoubtedly uncertain, their hopes of freedom bolstered their flagging spirits. They walked with a spring to their step that Ryl hadn’t seen the likes of in his cycles in The Stocks. That was not to say that their fears of capture and the sickness did not still weigh on them. Ryl could see traces of it in their shoulders. He could see its force pushing on them as they moved about the work camp.

      For the first time, however, the doubt and the fear were fighting a losing battle against hope.

      Many of the tributes made ready for rest, bedding down anywhere there was room. The guards had done their best to distribute the spare bedrolls taken from the storeroom at Cadsae, however, there were still far more tributes than supplies. In most cases, the lack of the added comfort was trivial; they were more than accustomed to spending the night sleeping on the ground.

      Others found themselves locked in conversations with their peers. They glanced at the guards with uncertain eyes, hesitant to put trust in those who’d ensured their captivity for so long. They viewed the phrenics with a sense of confusion, wonderment and even fear.

      The eyes that followed Ryl were filled with awe.

      The feeling of their conspicuous looks was disconcerting. It reminded him of the attention he’d received in Vim once the true nature of his power, of the phrenics’ power, was revealed after the devastation of the Prophet’s Tree.

      Ryl wandered through the tributes before stopping briefly among them. He found his closest friends huddled together near the outer wall of the small common house. Through the door, he could see the modest domain was overflowing with bodies, jostling for sleeping position under the shelter of the roof.

      He had a momentary flashback to the last time he’d journeyed on the dusty, narrow road through The Stocks. The master’s assassins had plagued them by night and two common houses were razed to the ground.

      Ryl smiled as he approached the group of his friends. Faya was sitting on the ground, her legs crossed in front of her as she listened intently to Aelin’s animated story. Her smile shone brighter than the brilliant blue of her sightless eyes. Rolan stood several paces away chatting idly with Luan and her seemingly steadfast defenders, Tash and Palon. His eyes glistened from the swelling emotion as he watched his daughter play with the young tribute.

      Sarial had returned to where they had unloaded the impaired tributes with Elora at her side. Several others had followed suit, assisting with their care. Ryl watched as a pair assisted one of the more mobile of their charges, gently supporting her under each arm as she sluggishly shuffled her feet.

      One small, hesitant step followed the other as they made their way across the now trampled patch of wild grass alongside the road. Her eyes were unfocused and appeared to be clouded over. Ryl felt a tinge of frustration and annoyance that he'd failed to recognize her before now. Her face was one which he should have recognized, having left with the Harvest in cycle 1347, only four cycles prior.

      Her name was Terrali. She shared the same story as many within the walls. Like too many others, her family had made the unconscionable decision to choose gold over the life of their only daughter.

      Though her staggered steps, taken with a considerable amount of support, were a monumental achievement in terms of any of their recoveries, he was still concerned about their seeming lack of connection with the world around them. Amongst all of them, moments of lucid awareness were still unseen.

      The afternoon progressed rapidly as the sun plummeted toward the western palisade. The ailing tributes had been tended to and cared for by the compassionate hands of the tributes, guards and the mender. Jeffers was distressingly baffled by their condition. He paced wildly along the side of his wagon, arms folded across his chest, speaking to himself like a man possessed.

      The captain had taken control of watching the perimeter as the tributes rested while they had the chance. His troops were unsurprisingly well trained. A perimeter was maintained, while several scouts traveled south as well as east and west of their location. Ryl refused to leave the guard duty solely to Le’Dral and his men. Andr, the Vigil and the phrenics maintained their own patrols and shifts, though theirs were centered closer to the tributes and their wagon.

      With few exceptions, Ryl had nearly ignored the intensity of the oppressive watchfulness that resulted from living in The Stocks. From their current position, alongside the work camp at Thayers Rest, sight of the walls was blocked by the hill from which the camp got its name and by the small grove of trees that surrounded the newly rebuilt common house.

      As his shift was second, he’d laid down to rest, finding an opening among newly reunited friends. Sleep was not to come to him that evening. The excitement, the anxiety and the anticipation weighed on him, driving his mind into overdrive. With difficulty he managed to close his eyes, concentrating on his breathing enough to quiet his racing thoughts.

      

      The short respite, though it included no sleep, was enough to restore his energy. In truth, he hadn’t noted signs of fatigue throughout the day even in the wake of the previous eventful week. The creeping darkness of early night had descended upon The Stocks as he silently slipped from the group of sleeping tributes. Ryl marveled at the ability of many to slumber given the circumstances. The flickering light of the small fire they’d built for warmth illuminated their bodies with the flickering orange glow of the flames. He noted the steady rise and fall of their chests and the consistent, rhythmic breathing that signaled that sleep had come. He smiled as he noted Rolan with Faya curled up beside him, her head on his chest. Along his other side, Aelin lay in a mirror pose of his daughter.

      Ryl pulled his hood up over his head as he stole from the group into the gloom of the early night. His destination led him across the narrow hard-packed dirt road up the hill on its opposite side. He nodded his head at Andr as he passed. The mercenary leaned against the edge of the black wagon, his hand resting at the ready on his hip, his fingers only inches from the hilt of his sword.

      A quick visual survey of the area told him that the tributes they’d pulled from the facility all still slumbered. Whether their sleep was restful or consumed by torturous nightmares, he was yet to know. He was at least partially reassured that they appeared comfortable. None cried out in agony or fear. The involuntary spasms and twitching had seemed to subside.

      He scanned the area with his mindsight, marveling at the depth of information his vision provided. The combined light from the volume of tributes and phrenics was overwhelming, though he could make out the individual glow of each. The phrenics burned drastically brighter than the rest. He could tell the slight variations in the glow of their signatures as easily as he could recognize their faces.

      Ryl slowly trudged up the gentle slope of the hill at Thayers Rest—where it met the horizon, the sky burned with a brilliant array of dark reds.  The growing deep purple of the quickly approaching night worked to force the color of the day from view. The small copses of trees that dotted The Stocks appeared as blackened silhouettes against the lighter landscape and the jagged, charcoal peaks of the Haven’s stabbed into the sky to the north. Along the Palisades on both sides, signal fires were burning from every tower as word of the morning’s events had swiftly spread. He could see the tiny pinpoints of light from torches moving rapidly between the evenly spaced lookouts. As far as he could recall, there had never been a call for the signal fires to be lit before.

      Then again, not since the escape of the founders of Vim, over one thousand cycles in the past, had there been any sort of armed uprising.

      No phrenic had walked within these prison walls for nearly as long.

      Ryl closed his eyes, relaxing for a moment, letting the cool breeze from the sea wash over him. Standing atop the hill, there was a wild stirring in his blood the likes of which he’d never experienced. His mind sifted through the nearly infinite shreds of information; sorted the countless memories in an instant. The sensation of the full extent of the vaults of information opening was still staggeringly disconcerting. It was like trying to drink but a sip of water from a tidal wave.

      He sank to a knee, his head bowed, his right hand falling to the ground.

      Inadvertently, his fingers found purchase, sinking their tips into the softened earth of the field. He felt a profound connection with the soil. Blood had been spilled here.

      Phrenic blood.

      Thayers Rest was one of the few named locations inside The Stocks that had stood the test of time. It was rumored to be named after a soldier who fought in Taben’s army. None knew the truth behind the claim. The answer flashed into his mind.

      Thayer was a phrenic. A scout tasked with investigating the coming of the darkness; the approach of the Horde. He was the first to fall. His blood had drenched the soil on which Ryl now kneeled. He closed his fist, collecting a handful of the dark, rich soil. The heavy scent of earth assailed his nostrils. How many times had he dug in the soil atop this mound of earth? The feeling now was unnerving. The alexen in his blood mourned the loss. He could feel it in every fiber of his being.

      Without warning his mindsight painted the picture of the surrounding landscape. The majority of the tributes were relatively still, though some moved about idly. A single glowing signature approached from his rear. Brighter than the others, he recognized it immediately.

      “Are you alright, Ryl?” Kaep’s voice was soft and melodic, though it was flavored with a hint of concern.

      Ryl rose to his feet, letting the dirt slip slowly through the gaps between his fingers. He felt every grain as it passed, heard every miniscule impact of the granules on the ground.

      “Do you feel it? Do you feel the connection with this land?” he asked quietly without turning his head, his gaze still locked on the mountains to the north. “Phrenic blood has soaked the ground here.”

      The silence stretched on as she stopped at his side. The feeling of welcome that every phrenic, every tribute carried washed over him. He could feel the warmth from the proximity of her uncloaked, tattooed right arm on his skin.

      “Aye, it feels strange,” she responded in a whisper. “It’s almost as if I know this place. The sense of familiarity is potent. Part of me still can’t believe that we're actually here.”

      Ryl turned his head. He was surprised to see the hood of her cloak down. Errant strands of her brown hair blew across her face from the wind that pushed at her back.

      Her gaze drank in the surrounding landscape starting from the west. The arc of her vision carried on until it stopped as their eyes locked. Behind her, the last glimmer of the flaming red sky dissolved behind the top of the western palisade.

      “Since I was a child, I’ve been raised with the stories of this place as all in Vim do,” she said. “The dichotomy is so much more visceral that I could have ever imagined. There is so much hatred, yet there is a beauty that is incomparable.”

      “Aye, it took me cycles to see through the veil of hate. Nearly every sight harbors memories of pain. Of loss,” Ryl responded.

      Her right arm moved slightly; her fingers brushed the skin of his hand. The response was as immediate as it was electric. The surge of energy tore through his body. Every muscle seemed to contract and release simultaneously as the sensation surged past. He heard the barely audible sigh as it escaped her lips. Her body tensed slightly.

      “You are an anomaly to me, Ryl,” she whispered. “The connection. The sensation. I don't understand it. You have a magnetism that's undeniable; I can feel it in every fiber of my being.”

      She stared at him, the light of the burning signal fires dancing in her eyes.

      “I can feel it too,” Ryl answered. “I know not the meaning either, it's as foreign to me as it is to you. I can find no answers in my blood. I've never experienced the like.”

      Ryl paused to collect his thoughts, letting his gaze sweep the landscape around them. His eyes stopped on the blackened mass of the mountains now barely visible in the absence of light. He rubbed his right hand subconsciously over his tattooed left arm.

      “The alexen still holds its secrets, that I'm sure,” he professed. “The connection, the pull we both feel, there are answers that are both obvious and hidden. I regret that now is not the time to explore them further.”

      His gaze turned back toward Kaep. She now stared to the north, her eyes tracing the rapidly vanishing silhouette of the Haven Mountains in the distance. Her hair blew gently in the breeze, floating in the air before gently falling back to her shoulder. She cut a striking profile backlit by the flickering gouts of flame from the signal fires along the wall.

      Ryl reached his left hand out carefully. He prepared his body for the onslaught of sensation that he knew was coming. The jolt of energy tore through his body as he carefully took her hand in his. He saw her go rigid as the feeling ignited within her as well.

      “There will be time soon, Kaep,” he whispered. “All will be revealed soon.”

      It was with considerable effort that Ryl broke his handhold with her. The connection was more potent than ever before. More energizing. More thrilling.

      More impassioned.

      The realization startled him. It terrified him. He shook off the feeling as he led the way back to the group. Neither spoke a word, so consumed were they with the thoughts that raced through their heads.

      Ryl and Kaep walked together as they moved to rejoin the tributes and guards that had spread out around Thayers Rest. She silently raised her hood over her head before they reached the camp. The last hint of light from the sun had disappeared. It wouldn’t be long before they continued their journey north under the cover of the coming blackness.

      He led the way toward the supply wagons they’d taken from Cadsae. The captain had established his post at the head of the caravan, sharing the makeshift office with Mender Jeffers. Ryl could see the captain leaning against a tree a few meters to the east of the wagon. He’d noted the prostrate form of Jeffers, sprawled out on the ground near where Sarial rested alongside the ailing tributes. The racing mind of the mender had thankfully calmed enough to grant him a short rest.

      He’d need it. They assuredly had long days ahead.

      Along the train of wagons and throughout the now brimming camp, the fires had been allowed to burn out. The only remaining blaze was the largest of the bunch, though fairly hidden from view of the Palisades amongst the few trees and single building of the diminutive work camp. A small lantern hung from the edge of the captain’s wagon; the light, though mostly hidden behind shutters, sent a small glowing sliver to where Le’Dral stood.

      Ryl quietly hailed the captain as he approached. Le’Dral pushed himself back off the tree, yet his hand remained. The small flash of a smile was apparent even in the dark.

      “How soon do you want to move?” Ryl asked as he and Kaep stopped before the captain.

      Le’Dral scratched at the stubble that had overtaken the skin of his chin with his opposite hand.

      “Within the hour,” he said as he looked to the sky above them. A thin layer of wispy clouds had moved in throughout the evening, covering much of the night sky, blotting out the stars that had only recently revealed their splendor. The diffused light cast the area into a dim, hazy glow.

      “The clouds should help conceal our movement, yet our progress will be slow,” he acknowledged.

      Le’Dral stopped. The expression on his face became gravely serious.

      “Ryl, I agree that Tabenville is the most defensible point in the entirety of The Stocks,” he commented. “What do you plan to do there? How long do you plan to hold out? We’ll be cut off from all supplies.”

      Ryl had anticipated the questions from the captain. He had the answers, yet now was admittedly not the right time to divulge them.

      “There are surprises yet to be revealed, my friend,” Ryl offered hopefully. “We need not hold it indefinitely. We need but a few weeks.”

      Captain Le’Dral eyed him with a look of confusion at the statement. The officer had seemingly sacrificed everything, throwing his lot in with Ryl and the tributes, yet he was hesitant to divulge the full truth about the Erlyn or the path that lay ahead.

      “I ask you to keep this between us for the time being,” Ryl breathed quietly. The captain nodded his head in acknowledgement.

      “There is far more at stake here than merely the freedom of the tributes,” Ryl continued. “The policies of old that have destroyed so many lives for the benefit of a few must be abolished. While that remains a prime focus, know that there are far more disastrous forces at play. Ones for which loyalties to King or tributes will matter not.”

      “What forces, Ryl?” Captain Le’Dral quizzed.

      “Think, captain,” Ryl challenged. “Before this morning, the abilities you saw put on display were relegated to the pages of myth. When was the last time skills such as you witnessed were called upon? And for what purpose were they used?”

      Le’Dral’s eyes wandered across the camp that spread out before him. Ryl smiled as they widened as the realization struck him.

      “It was in the time of Taben,” he whispered.

      “Aye. That is correct,” Ryl answered. “The black tide that nearly drowned Damaris has risen yet again.”

      The captain opened his mouth to respond, but the words caught in his throat. His eyes traveled down to the ground at his feet.

      The snapping sound of a twig under foot broke the still that had fallen over them.

      Le’Dral’s head shot up. Ryl reached for the Leaves as he prepared to call on the speed that flowed through his veins. The bow that forever accompanied Kaep was in her hands, an arrow being brought to the string.

      “You’ve left your eastern flank woefully unprepared, my old friend,” came the voice from the darkness.

      “I expected better of you.”
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      A shadow separated from the scattering of trees behind the captain. A pair of others followed in its wake.

      Ryl recognized the voice. He relaxed his grip on the Leaves, turning his head toward Kaep, holding his hand out palm up for pause. She dropped the point of her nocked arrow slightly down toward the ground, though the string remained taut.

      Le’Dral straightened, his posture reverting to the regimented stance that had been ingrained as a matter of position for so many cycles. He stared eyes wide into the darkness as the shadow approached. The man wore a dark grey cape; the charcoal hue enabling it to blend in with the grove of trees around him. Small patches of leaves were affixed to the fabric, breaking up the obvious outline of a human form from that of the forest. The well-worn uniform of a guard peered out from underneath.

      “Millis!?” Le’Dral whispered as the man reached the edge of the dim light of the captain’s lantern. The whites of his teeth glistened bright through the darkness; his smile stretched wide across his face.

      “Aye, sir,” came the reply from the shadow.

      In a show that surprised even Ryl, the captain leapt forward, throwing his arms around Millis, clapping him repeatedly on the back.

      Le'Dral beamed as he pushed back from the momentary embrace.

      “I can’t tell you how good it is to see you again, my friend,” the captain admitted. The joyous look on his face reverted to its stern official pose as he eyed the newcomers. His eyes were deadly serious. “What happened? Why could you not have given me a warning?”

      “I'm sorry, sir,” Millis said offering a slight formal bow. “There was no time.”

      One of the shadowed figures from behind stepped forward, the features of his face illuminating as he reached the light of the lantern.

      “Pardon, the interruption, sir. That was my fault, sir,” he announced with a salute. “I take full responsibility. I came to the Lieutenant as soon as I heard. His plans to dine with a small party of guards had been overheard by the councilor’s men. There was an execution planned. All were to die. They planned to barricade the doors. Guard or not, all would have been burned alive.”

      “We were thankful for the unfamiliar faces manning the gate that night,” Millis continued. “The policies had become lax since the councilor took over, it's no surprise our entrance wasn't noted.”

      Le'Dral let out a deep breath, the air hissing as it escaped his lips. The captain seemed to stand taller, as if the weight of a burden had been lifted from his shoulders.

      “You've done well, corporal,” Le'Dral said. “Your apology is unnecessary.”

      The corporal flashed a quick smile before stepping back a pace behind Millis.

      “How many others are with you?” Le'Dral demanded. “Where have you sheltered this last moon?”

      Millis grinned back at friend and commander.

      “Captain, The Stocks are not so well patrolled that five cannot remain undetected,” Millis commented. “Maklan's incompetence has bred a complacency the likes of which I've never before seen. We've moved at night and kept to the groves during the days.”

      His eyes traveled from the captain to Ryl and Kaep standing a pace beyond. Millis’ eyes widened; a flash of shock ran across his face as he settled on Ryl. A small crooked grin tugged up on the corner of his lips.

      “There's a face I recognize, though the boy has certainly grown,” Millis commented, his eyes catalogued the elaborate tattoos on Ryl's arms.

      “I might have guessed that The Stocks hadn't seen the last of you,” Millis continued. “It’s truly good to see you again.”

      Millis stepped forward, his hand extending to meet Ryl's. His iron grip squeezed Ryl’s hand for a moment before pulling him into a brief, tight embrace.

      “It’s great to see you again, Lieutenant,” Ryl admitted. His heart was overjoyed by the sudden appearance of the sub-master. “It is a story that will have to wait for another time. Captain, we should make ready to move with the dark.”

      Le'Dral nodded in agreement, though Ryl could see the momentary flash of annoyance at the order.

      “Ryl, if you can rouse the tributes, I'll recall the guard,” Le'Dral said. “I'm sure it need not be said, this must be done without the assistance of lanterns or torch.”

      Ryl nodded his head in agreement. He turned his gaze back to Millis once more. He clapped the guard on the shoulder, smiling as he turned back toward the camp. Kaep followed in his wake, like a shadow through the dark of the night.

      It was moments before the camp was alive with a flurry of activity. The uncertain, weary tributes crowded together in a tightly packed group. Wide yawns marked the faces of many. They were tired. They would be pushed much farther before this journey was at an end. They'd be tested beyond what they had ever imagined possible.

      Ryl surveyed the group as he made his way past, toward the head of the column to where Le'Dral waited beside the wagons. The expressions on their faces were painfully clear to read. Though they were confused, scared and uncertain what tomorrow would bring, the newfound hope was a balm to the overpowering burden that had weighed them down for cycles. The light of hope that had been reduced to nothing more than a spark now burned brightly in their eyes.

      The twins along with Odus—and to his surprise, Cray—had taken up vocal leadership of the tributes. They looked at Ryl with an uncomfortable mixture of awe, wonder and fear. He had only been gone for a cycle, yet he experienced a sharp twinge of remorse as if he was no longer one of them. Their gazes bordered on reverence.

      There was no question that those whom he'd called his closest friends would willingly follow him to the end of the earth.

      That was almost precisely what he intended to ask.

      He was certain that the others would agree to the plan as well. For the better part of their lives, even throughout childhood, they'd all been persecuted, enslaved, and piled with indignities that would have broken the will of any lesser man or woman. They'd witnessed firsthand the horrors of humanity.

      Ryl had no intention of being their master. His steadfast belief in his professed statement held true.

      They were free.

      Yet his conscience ate away at him. He'd not provided the entire story. He’d intentionally withheld information that could be a deciding factor in the decisions that they must one day make.

      A war was coming.

      They would likely be called upon to stand on the front lines, facing down the bloodlust of demons and mankind alike. Some would undoubtedly pay with their lives.

      For Ryl, there was no decision. There was no choice. His freedom was his own. Though he sometimes felt like a slave to a predestined path that was not of his own choosing, this ultimate decision was his and his alone. He would not force the tributes into a path they weren't willing to commit to. He'd see them through the coming sickness. They'd know the full truth regarding the tangent that he now walked. They alone would decide their fate.

      Whether it was with he and the phrenics, or striking out a life on their own, he was committed to supporting them no matter the decision. Or the cost.

      The actions of the morning had set in motion events that would forever define the Kingdom. Though The Stocks might have fallen, tributes would still be hunted mercilessly throughout Damaris. Those who chose to remain would be hunted with them. What life would be in store for those found with alexen in their blood now? He shuddered at the thought.

      As long as the Ascertaining Decree stood, there would be no safety. They'd be imprisoned.

      The system—the Kingdom—must be brought to its knees and the powers that had ruled for an eon replaced. The colossal divide that he had been previously too naive to understand had grown since he'd last stepped through the yawning mouth of the Pining Gates. The rent in the populace was more visible that he’d ever imagined. The task ahead would likely require an army. An army of phrenics—and man.

      Andr and Jeffers had coordinated the movement of the ailing tributes back into the wagons. Sarial had remained by their side throughout. Though she likely needed it not, she willingly accepted the assistance of Mender Jeffers as she climbed into the back of the rear of the reconfigured supply wagon. She moved carefully among the tributes from the facility before taking her seat beside the still form of Elias. Vox, who was mounted on a horse alongside the wagon, nodded as Ryl passed.

      Le’Dral and a small group of men stood beside the lead wagon. Even in the near pitch black of the night, he could see the captain standing, his posture rigid, his arms folded formally behind his back. Two men from the group saluted Le’Dral as Ryl approached; they hastened past heading south, toward the tail of the caravan. He immediately recognized the form of Millis standing to the captain’s side.

      Ahead of Le’Dral, he noted the darkened silhouettes of a score of guards standing in rank across the road leading north. Others lined the edges of the narrow path.

      “The vanguard will remain light,” Le’Dral confirmed. “Millis assured us; no force lingers to the north. The guard will remain along the flanks with the bulk at the rear.”

      Ryl agreed with the plan. With no easy chance to ford the river for miles, they’d likely face no large-scale force until after the next crossing, north of the Stillwater camp and the placid lake from which it claimed its name.

      “The phrenics and I will ride scout at the rear, one will remain with the mender,” Ryl added.

      He could see Millis’ face contort slightly, as if he had something important to say, yet couldn’t find the words.

      “Is there something wrong, Millis?” Ryl asked.

      He saw the relieved smile register across his face.

      “Still perceptive as always, I see,” he replied quietly. His face reverted to its original concern, and he sighed as he continued. “What do you plan to do when they come?”

      Ryl understood his concern. He felt the pain that flavored his words. The lieutenant likely knew personally many of the men who’d be set in their pursuit. He knew that most had not been given the opportunity to make the difficult choice. How many would choose to side with the Kingdom out of fear alone? Fear for not only themselves, but for their family and friends.

      The time was rapidly approaching when all would be forced to decide.

      “I seek not the deaths of those who hunt us even now,” Ryl admitted, his voice honest yet firm. The familiar fire churned in his veins, lighting the blaze that swirled within his eyes. “If our motive was bloodshed, we four could have razed Cadsae Proper to the ground. There is likely no force you could have mustered to stand in our way.”

      Millis gasped at the statement. He saw the captain tense slightly to his side.

      “I say this not with conceit, but with honesty,” he admitted as he turned his eyes on the captain. “What you saw was only a taste of the power at our command. The tributes are already vilified by the population. I'll not willingly turn them into the monsters that people think they are.”

      His eyes returned to Millis. Though he controlled the fire that raged within, the tone softened while the resolve remained firm.

      “We aim to avoid bloodshed at all costs,” Ryl continued. “The phrenics are by nature peaceful, the attributes suited for war born out of necessity. A natural balance of power to hold back the darkness from sweeping over the land. Know that soon all will be called upon to make a choice. We do not seek their death, yet there will be no mercy for those who aim to do us harm. For those who stand in our way.”

      Ryl sighed, his voice taking a low tone.

      “The phrenics you see here today represent a significant portion of the entirety of our people,” he admitted softly. “The tributes here are the hope for our survival. I will defend them, along with anyone here, with my life.”

      Through the darkness Ryl felt Millis’ piercing gaze. Their eyes locked for a moment. Time seemed to freeze; the commotion of the hushed conversations, the thud of the stomping hooves of the agitated horses dimmed to silence.

      “I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again, there’s always been more to you than meets the eye,” Millis commented. “Things are vastly different now than when you left. I’m honored to say that you have my friendship and my support.”

      The lieutenant nodded his head subtly before reaching his hand out. Ryl again took the hand of a man who'd in a little over a cycle’s time had gone from a figurehead of the jailors who kept him and the tributes in chains, to a friend.

      The world around him was changing faster than he ever could have dreamed.

      “I have no doubt that they will come,” Le'Dral added. “Maklan will not suffer the insult. When they do, the forward guard will stay with the tributes, Jeffers and the wagons. I will assemble the remainder of the force with Millis.”

      “The cavalry will likely reach us first,” Ryl added. “At first sight, make for the nearest grove. Left in the open, our horses will be negligible in comparison. If any get past the phrenics, they'll roll over your guards like a wave.”

      The captain shook his head in acknowledgement. A pained smile crossed his face.

      “Let us hope it doesn't come to that, my friend,” Le'Dral admitted.

      The weary procession moved northward under the cover of darkness. Their movements were sluggish, and the dark of the cloudy night hindered their pace as much as it hid their movement from the watchful eyes on the Palisades. Millis and another had taken a pair of horses and rode out quietly southwards toward the ruins of the bridge. All knew pursuit was coming; advanced warning would be crucial.

      Ryl rode in a circuit from the vanguard to the rear. At the moment, he was the primary connection between the phrenics, the tributes and the rebel guards that had defected with Le’Dral. He filled the role with hesitance; the eyes of all bore into him with a questioning that ate away at him.

      Their progress was slow, yet unimpeded. With little in the way of varied terrain to bog them down further, they covered ground step by cautious step.

      They’d been moving for over an hour when Ryl was alerted the sound of rapid hoofbeats approaching from the south. With haste he scanned the area with his mindsight, calmed that Kaep and Ramm who were on patrol south of the caravan were showing no sign of alarm. Their glowing signatures maintained constant pace though the noise of approaching horses grew steadily.

      Ryl, who’d been walking with his horse alongside the tributes, cut short his conversation with his friends. Luan and the twins were eager to catch up. They were still in partial disbelief that destiny had reunited them. Young Faya walked alongside Aelin. The pair had been inseparable since nearly the moment they’d met. Ryl had made no attempt to hide the smile that spread across his face as he witnessed the transformation in the normally energetic, stubborn boy. Aelin had been a handful before his Harvest, seemingly caring for neither the menders, the guards, nor Sarial’s commands. He now walked calmly, hand in hand with Faya. His stubborn intensity replaced by a compassionate need for companionship.

      She was one of the few close to his own age. In this alone, they shared a connection that few could hope to understand. Life in The Stocks had for ages forced the children that were confined here to grow and to mature far ahead of their times. Aelin was just another proof of the test. He would treat her as an overprotective big brother dotes over a younger sister. Even as a boy, his strength was nearly unmatched. Ryl feared for the safety of any who’d come intent to do Faya harm.

      With a last reassuring command, Ryl mounted his horse, moving quickly toward the rear of the caravan and the approaching riders. Under the command of the captain, the guard had stopped, fanning out into two small lines. Their hands hovered close to their batons; cautions anticipation written clearly across their faces. The natural sounds of the night, the chirp of the insects, had fallen silent. The quiet burble of the river running alongside was nearly drowned out by the hoofbeats of the horses.

      Ryl reined in his mount alongside the captain, who sat anxiously atop a horse of his own.

      “The phrenics remain, I see no sign of alarm,” Ryl recounted. “Could it be the scouts?”

      The captain peered into the darkness of the road from the south. The thunder of hooves grew rapidly. Ryl searched the area again with his mindsight at the same time his eyes surveyed the darkened surroundings for any sign of alarm.

      From the south a large shape moved in the night, appearing to materialize from nowhere. The figure of a single horse and rider took shape. Its rapid approach came to a skidding stop several meters before their line. The heavy breathing of the horse was the only sound to break the anticipatory hush that had fallen over the area.

      “Captain, I bring news from the scouts,” the familiar voice pierced the foreboding silence.

      Ryl breathed a sigh of relief as he knew the crier.

      “Millis, what news have you of the pursuit?” Le'Dral called into the darkness. Millis slowly walked his horse forward. The instantaneous relaxation that washed over the area was palpable.

      “As expected, their scouts weren't far behind,” Millis announced in a low voice as he came close. “We trailed a pair from Thayers Rest. They are aware of our deception. The cavalry was camped just across the river.”

      The news wasn't unexpected, yet Ryl had hoped their group would be further north before they were intercepted. Attack was an eventuality he accepted was coming. He knew the moment would soon arrive when he, the tributes, the phrenic, and Le’Dral and his men would cross swords with the guards.

      He'd accepted his fate. Accepted the reality.

      Had the rest?

      “They ride now,” Millis continued. “They'll be on us by sunrise.”
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      The pace they resumed bordered on frenzied. With the element of surprise now lost, lanterns and torches were lit, illuminating their path northward.

      It was still hours before dawn when they passed the Stillwater camp. Behind the silhouettes of the buildings, the faded moonlight sparkled off the calm, tranquil waters of the lake. With the annual migration of fish from the sea long since passed, the waters remained abnormally placid throughout the rest of the cycle.

      They were miles past the camp when the first rays of the sun’s morning light began to brighten the deep violet sky to the east. A light wind blew from the south, carrying the moist chill of the air from the coast. The pungent smell of freshly disturbed earth carried on the currents. A cloud, a dark smudge on the horizon to the south, lifted steadily into the air.

      Ryl rode at the rear, keeping a steady watch on the landscape to the south. The sky lightened rapidly with the coming of the day. He knew that it would only be a matter of time before the forward ranks of the approaching cavalry would be visible in the dim light of the dawn. He noted Le’Dral riding along the western edge of the caravan. The captain stopped his horse, waiting for Ryl to pass before turning around, spurring his mount alongside Ryl’s.

      “Millis’ estimate was correct,” Le’Dral acknowledged. “They’ll be on us not long after daybreak.”

      Ryl pivoted his head at the statement. The cloud of dust rising into the lightening southern sky had grown closer.

      “Less than a mile ahead there is a grove,” Le’Dral continued. “It’ll be our best chance of defense against a mounted charge. They’ll likely not seek to harm the tributes, yet I’d still rather not risk their safety.”

      “I agree, captain,” Ryl shook his head approvingly. “Spread the word; I’ll gather the phrenics and Vigil.”

      Le’Dral nodded his head before urging his mount forward with a curt command. Ryl steered his horse to the side of the column, letting the guards pass as he waited for the phrenics to arrive. Ramm and Vox rode with the rear guard.

      “Looks like they desire another show of force,” Ryl called quietly as he trotted purposefully to his location. “We’ll stop at the next grove. We’ll be the vanguard for whatever force that comes.”

      Ryl knew that the phrenics would stand beside him; would fight any foe willingly. They were brothers and sisters in arms. They were forever bonded by blood. Their destinies were intertwined.

      “I’ll collect the Vigil and Kaep,” he added. “I want none to pass our ranks.”

      His statement was profound. His resolution adamant. There was always the knowledge that blood would need to be spilled, no matter how much he wished to avoid it. The inevitable had likely arrived on their tails.

      Ryl rode forward collecting Andr and the Vigil from their places among the black wagon of tributes. A few lengths ahead, Jeffers rode at the head of his moving medical clinic, with Sarial in the rear and young Elora by her side. The pair of tributes looked up, offering weak smiles, before returning to their work changing the blood-soaked bandages that wrapped Cavlin’s torso.

      Soldi and Nielix were to remain with the wagons. Rolan offered his blade to the cause, yet Ryl politely turned his services down, insisting that he protect his daughter and assist in guarding the wagon. Le'Dral had ordered a force of ten to remain with the tributes as they hurried into the relative safety of the small grove.

      In most situations, it would be a token force. Today it represented nearly a third of their paltry army.

      The first sliver of the morning sun was clearing the top of the eastern palisade as Ryl reined his horse to a stop on the main road. Ahead, the jagged peaks of the Haven mountains stretched into the sky. The colossal statue of Taben the Defender stood defiant, his back against the front of the range, his eyes locked forever to the west.

      Ryl's heart raced as he noted the vibrant green leaves of the massive trees of the Erlyn Woods. The fabled forest was nearly within reach. He longed to be under her embrace. The safety, the understanding, the hope pulled him forward. Though he knew the distance was yet too great, he could almost feel the tingle of her call in his body.

      His focus shifted to the immediate. Some thirty meters to his front the crude line of the sleepy grove now brimmed with activity. A swarm of tributes hastened to the cover of her branches. A step from the tree line, a line of guards stood steadfast. Mixed between their ranks tributes, armed with any weapon they could attain, plugged the holes. Some carried batons, others crude cudgels, others nothing more than hastily sharpened sticks. They were not taking their defense idly.

      They fought for a freedom that they had been denied. They fought for their lives.

      Several meters ahead, a pitiful line of cavalry stood. The mounts stomped anxiously, their ears tuned in to a sound that had yet to reach the ears of their riders. Andr held the right of the line beside Captain Le'Dral. Millis and four other guards accounted for the remainder of the mounted line, sitting tall with backs straight, watching the growing cloud from the south.

      Ahead of the horses and riders, the three phrenics stood like statues. The only motion was the gentle rippling of their grey cloaks in the wind. One carried a bow with an arrow nocked at the ready. The other a hammer so large it nearly defied explanation. The last stood with his empty hands at his side, his left fist flexing open and closed with eager promise. Their hoods remained drawn; their faces hidden in shadow.

      Ryl looked back upon the assembled force with a swelling pride, though his apprehension grew. He locked eyes for a moment with Andr and then the captain. His eyes traveled past the pair to the line of guards, Vigil and tributes. The Vigil held the only steel blades among the bunch, their faces locked in a determined stare toward the south. The expressions of uncertainty became prevalent among the faces of Le’Dral’s guards and tributes.

      There were no speeches needed. No words to bolster their spirits. All knew what they stood in defense of. All understood what they were fighting for.

      At the far right of the line another tribute stepped forward, joining the defensive line. It was Cray.

      Ryl looked at Andr, meeting the knowing eyes of his friend one last time before the coming onslaught. The mercenary had noticed too. A brief, proud smile tugged up on the corners of his lips. His face beamed with pride long enough for the emotion to register before he buried it under steely resolve.

      “Like father, like son,” Ryl commented quietly.

      Ryl was hesitant to call the gathering an army.

      He closed his eyes, focusing on the power, the alexen in his blood. The heat of the excited energy rushed through his body, spreading outward; warming every inch of him from the inside out. He projected out an awesome feeling of resolute defiance. The immovable conviction spread across those gathered before him.

      He could see their resolve harden. He witnessed their posture straighten as they prepared themselves for whatever the Kingdom was about to throw at them.

      Ryl grinned as he pulled the hood over his head, drowning his face in shadow.

      He pivoted, stalking silently to the line of phrenics, settling into the opening between Vox and Kaep. Ramm stood at the end, the butt of his massive warhammer resting patiently on the hard ground. The cloud of dust rising from the horizon to the south had grown rapidly. The sound of hooves on the earth rumbled like the roll of thunder across the sky. Through the haze of dust, the forms of the mounted riders slowly coalesced into shape. Sunlight flashed off the metal of their naked blades.

      They intended this to be a slaughter.

      The riders continued their approach. The seemingly endless cavalcade resolved from the haze into an overwhelming force. They rode bunched together in a tight formation given the narrow confines of the road. With practiced precision, the riders slowed, fanning out into three lines, each nearly one hundred horses long.

      The earth shook from the impact of their hooves as their lightning approach slowed to a more measured gait as they fell into formation. The riders wore suits of light armor, their heads covered entirely with helmets complete with rigid lightweight leather faceguards. The lead row carried long, heavy spears topped with razor sharp metal tips that glistened in the morning sun. The rear rows carried a variety of blades and maces. Weapons were unsheathed at the ready.

      With synchronized form, the riders slowly ground to a halt. For a moment, all was silent as the dust gently settled to the earth in their wake. As the particles crossed the sun, they created a halo that stretched out around the burning orb.

      Ryl turned his head slightly to the both sides. The phrenics remained still.

      The time was now.

      He reached his hands behind his back, into the folds of his cloak. His fingers ardently closed around the handles of the Leaves. The jolt of excitement raced through his fingers, speeding up his arms as he wrenched the weapons from their holsters. A blinding explosion of green light flashed across the area, revealing the shimmering flames of the serrated blades. He lowered the burning weapons casually to his side. There was a muted gasp from the approaching riders and from those gathered behind. Several of the horses spooked, stomping their heavy feet in protest.

      To his right, he could hear the muted crackle of the flames igniting around Vox’s tattooed left arm. On his left, the creak of a bow being drawn to its peak signaled the death that she was ready to deal. Ramm lifted the massive warhammer with ease, slamming the handle down on his opposite hand with a slap that echoed across the plain.

      For a moment all fell still once again.

      The moment wasn’t to last.

      With a cry that carried over the gathered force the front line of cavalry advanced forward.
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      In unison the riders spurred their mounts forward in response to the call. Their spears lowered further toward horizontal with every step. Their pace started slow, a deliberate steady cadence, building in speed as they approached. The ground rumbled underfoot as their charge reached a gallop. Less than two hundred meters separated the charge from the phrenics.

      Ryl squeezed his eyes shut, his mind rapidly focusing as he released an assault of unrestrained emotion. The wave of pure terror washed over the horses and riders with frightening force. The Leaves flickered slightly as his eyes opened.

      Horse and rider reacted immediately with dramatic effect. The well-trained beasts in the initial charge bore the brunt of the assault, though the results could be seen ripple through the entirety of the force to a lesser degree. The already unnerved mounts, wary of the unnatural flaming green blades, reared up in protest at the fervent, panicked commands of their riders. The neighing of horses mixed with the screams of men as the organized charge scattered. Several horses bolted from the ranks, colliding with their neighbors. Men and beast were struck with the bludgeoning hooves of the panicked beasts. Riders were unceremoniously tossed listlessly from the saddles as their charging animals bucked unexpectedly. Bodies and spears crashed to the ground as the initial charge collapsed in the disarray.

      Chaos reigned among the riders and mounts as both tried to regain control over their faculties. From the rear group a second command tore through the air, ringing clear over the cacophony of men and horses. The deep voice of the commanding officer called the charge. A new wave of cavalry quickly rode forward, surging through the midst of their struggling comrades.

      Unlike the initial assault, the second charge rode with wooden batons drawn, not steel. Their rush seemed impassioned yet random as it pulled nearly fifty riders from scattered locations along the remaining lines. At their center, face covered by the dark features of a solid helmet, rode a giant of a man. The earth trembled as the onslaught broke free from the mayhem, urging themselves onward. They ate up the distance between themselves and their prey at a gallop. Flame swelled around Vox's arm.

      The lead rider rose his massive arm above his head as they closed within fifty meters from the phrenics. Vox raised his arm in turn as the hulking leader of the charge raised his voice in a thundering war cry. Ryl prepared to release the damper on the speed and burning rage that begged to be set free.

      Without warning, the approach stalled; the riders skidded to a stop nearly twenty meters from the phrenics. The lead rider walked his horse forward a step; the large mare nickering in protest. He reached his hands up, removing his helmet.

      Ryl's heart raced, his emotions leapt as he immediately recognized the face.

      It was Moyan.

      The grin spreading across his face was contagious.

      “What are you waiting for, captain?” The massive guard called out as he worked the reins, turning the horse around. “Where you ride, we will follow.”

      The captain let out a cry of emotion and pent up rage that chilled Ryl to the core. His voice was met by hollers of rage as the Le’Dral’s guards, Vigil, tributes and phrenic alike screamed their defiance.

      “Vox. Now,” Ryl called as the din of the war cry subsided.

      The elementalist waved his flaming left arm across his body from left to right then back again. Near the disorderly remains of the initial charge, a gout of fire erupted from the ground. The inferno flared into the air, reaching nearly three meters high before diminishing to a smoldering wall of flame. Ryl felt the sweltering heat from the fire wash over him, stinging the exposed skin of his face.

      “Charge!” Le’Dral screamed from behind Ryl.

      The captain spurred his eager mount forward. Andr, Millis and the others charged ahead with him. From behind, the combined force of their rebel guards, tributes and Vigil streamed after him, screaming as they raced toward the reeling horses. Moyan's line of cavalry joined the charge forward as Le'Dral burst through their midst. The captain was flanked by his brothers-in-arms, Millis and Moyan, as they bore down on the frantically disorganized guard from Cadsae Proper.

      Ryl dipped into the speed, racing through the line of horses. Ramm kept pace on his heel as they rushed into the fray while Vox and Kaep remained as support in the rear.

      The wall of flame vanished as suddenly as it had appeared, leaving nothing more than a shower of sparks. The errant embers swirled into violent eddies as the wind of the passing phrenics and horses churned the air.

      Only a portion of the riders from Cadsae Proper had regained their fighting spirit. They lowered their spears, desperately spurring their mounts to the attack. Ryl ducked to the side, angling his body between a pair, and with a flick of his wrists the shimmering blades of the Leaves severed the shafts of their spears, leaving a charred stump where the blade once lived. The riders gawped in panic as they realized in the blink of an eye their deadly weapons were reduced to nothing more than sticks.

      Almost immediately, clear signs of desertion began to show. From the rear line, rider after rider wheeled their mounts. Some cast their weapons aside as they peeled off to the south.

      Ryl’s charge pushed him through their lines in an instant. Once at their rear, Ryl let the blades of the Leaves flicker out. With deft precision, he went to work on the back of the confused cavalry that had sought their doom. Mounted or no, they were no match for his speed. He left a wake of riderless horses, their masters either unconscious or writhing on the cold, hard earth. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Ramm dealing disproportionate damage with the butt of his massive warhammer.

      The charge of Le'Dral and Moyan was no less effective. The seasoned warriors rode confidently into the ranks, indiscriminately unseating rider after rider. For cycles under the captain’s instruction, the guards had been schooled on the effective, non-lethal use of the baton. In their hands, the dull weapons reaped havoc no less fearful than a blade.

      Le’Dral’s guards and tributes were the last to reach the fray. The commotion of the horses and the agonizing wails of downed riders split the calm of the morning. The air filled with the pungent odor of newly disturbed earth. They charged into the ranks, fighting any that threatened resistance. Ryl was fully aware of the skillset of the Vigil. They were near masters in their craft. The rebel guard gave a more than admirable display of themselves as they picked their way through the soldiers who were until very recently their comrades.

      The tributes battled like men and women possessed. With no martial training, they fell upon those unlucky enough to be in their reach like feral demons. Their technique and form non-existent, they resorted to any and all means to vanquish their foes.

      The counter charge into the weakened ranks had been devastating; more mounted guards turned in flight with every passing moment. Within what seemed like an instant the tide of the attack shifted with a final push. With a hasty, pleading cry from their ranks, the remaining guard from Cadsae Proper withdrew from the battle, fleeing with haste. Some left on horseback, many fled on foot, desperate to escape with their lives.

      Only one small pocket of heavy resistance remained along the line of battle, far to his left. Ryl noted Andr moving quickly to the east in that direction, urging his horse at a gallop along the rear of the fray. Through the tangle of men and horses, the situation was difficult to discern, yet it was apparent that the situation there was unlike the scene that had played out across the majority of the battle. It appeared that several of his guards who’d defected with the tributes were down, the remaining handful of fighters stood with their backs together encircled by a ring of cavalry and unseated riders.

      Ryl struggled to see through the crowd. He’d let the speed fade. He easily ducked a feeble attempt at a slash to his face, responding immediately, rising to full height, connecting his fist—still clutching the Leaves in his palm—to the center of his attacker’s face. The cracking of the man’s nose was deafening. Blood sprayed immediately as he dropped like a stone.

      He tapped back into a portion of the speed as he raced out of the fray for a clearer view of the battle. Moyan and several of his troops were moving quickly to assist the remaining assault. Through a momentary clearing of the crowd, he saw Dav; he still carried the sword from the Lei Guard, and it was a wicked blur as he deflected blow after blow. At the sight of the man fighting at his back Ryl’s heart raced—the unnatural stance and uncoordinated motions of one who was woefully unaccustomed to battle stood out among the trained fighters. There was a tribute in there. He felt his throat constrict as the face turned momentarily in his direction.

      It was Cray.

      Seeing the tide of the small pocket of battle balancing perilously between victory and defeat, a single mounted enemy guard wheeled in their direction. His hasty retreat had been stalled as impulses of bloodlust and revenge overpowered his fear. Starting forward, he leveled his spear for the kill.

      Ryl exploded ahead as time slowed, sprinting to the defense of his embattled companions. To his horror, he watched in slow motion as the events unfolded. Though they were less than fifty meters away, it appeared as if they were on the opposite side of an impassable chasm. He would never make it to them in time.

      The approaching guard gained speed; the point of his spear angled to impact the greatest damage. His goal was clear; he’d impale them all. At the sound of the charge, the group in the middle turned. Cray’s eyes widened in shock as he noted the rider that bore down on them. Penned in as they were, defending themselves against a wall of steel, there was nowhere for them to turn, no time for them to run. They watched their death approach at the tip of the spear.

      The rider approached from the south of their position, away from the heaviest of the melee. His focus was on his target; the rest of the battlefield lost in a blur of vicious intent. Ryl’s eyes locked on to Andr; his horse flashing eastward, perpendicular to the charge. Less spooked from the initial assault, the mercenary’s mount was fleeter than that of the guard, yet his angle of approach would push him too far south if only by meters.

      His horse was nearly two meters away when Andr leapt from his mount into the approaching guard. His reckless, desperate action caught the charging soldier unprepared. The force of his impact carried both men off the horse, their flailing forms landing among the remaining pocket of fighting guards in a tangle of bodies.

      The spear which had been primed for a lethal blow twisted upward before falling harmlessly to the dirt. The newly deposed rider, with reins in his hand, yanked the head of the horse to the right. The confused mount reared back on its hind legs as it frantically fought to stay on its feet. Its massive hooves connected with another of the guards who’d surrounded Dav and Cray. His body was tossed aside with a sickening crunch of bone.

      Dav and Cray took advantage of the turn in the tide of their dangerously secluded battle, falling on the displaced guards as Andr crashed into their midst. The Vigil fell upon them with the skills of a fearless warrior. Cray attacked like a man possessed. Moyan and a small group of his cavalry arrived an instant before Ryl joined the fray. Within moments the brutal shafts of his bladeless Leaves and the solid batons of the Moyan’s riders ended the battle with a resounding victory.

      The remaining guards who had failed to heed the sounds of retreat threw down their arms, giving themselves in to the victors.

      A cheer—ragged, yet heartfelt—broke from the lips of Le’Dral’s men. The note was echoed from the terrified tributes that hovered at the edge of the grove of trees to their north. Though the victory was theirs, Ryl felt the nauseous pang of the knot in his stomach as he hastened for his friends' side.

      Andr was up, but resting on a knee, when Ryl arrived. Cray was already at his side, helping lift the mercenary with a hand supported under his arm. Dav hovered menacingly around the pair, watching the retreat and surrender of the guards. Le’Dral, Moyan and their combined troops were working steadily to round up the wounded and capitulating guards. No pursuit was given to those who limped away in escape.

      They had all been companions until the morning before.

      “I owe you my life,” Cray gasped in a low voice. His eyes wandered over the mercenary with a confused sense of wonder and appreciation. “Thank you.”

      Ryl watched as the shock of pure emotion rushed over Andr’s dirt and blood covered face. A smeared line of crimson trickled down the side of his head. A thick clump of hair had already matted itself to his cheek. He grinned back at Cray, his boy, clapping him on the shoulder.

      “You fought well,” Andr replied with a nod of his head. His words sounded as if they were stuck in his mouth as he struggled through the brief sentence.

      Ryl stepped in to help steady the staggered mercenary. His weight rested heavily on Ryl’s arm.

      “Let’s get you to the mender,” Ryl added, knowing Andr’s reply before it left his lips. His eyes roved the field surrounding the grove. Bodies of men and horses squirmed on the ground. Some lay motionless. The trampled grass was discolored in patches. Painted with the dark red of blood.

      “The mender will have enough tending to do before we leave,” Andr admitted wisely. “I’ll tend to my own wounds. He’ll need all the help he can get. We still have miles to go. We can’t wait long.”

      The mercenary winced slightly as he shrugged off the support, rolling his head side to side, followed by both shoulders. The veiled hint was subtle, but the look in Andr’s eyes as they met his own was blatant.

      Now was not yet the time.

      Ryl, nor none other, would have faulted him for revealing the truth to his son at that moment. He continued to marvel at his friend’s self-control and commitment to seeing their task through to the end.

      “Cray, see who you can round up with any skills in mending,” Ryl ordered. “Bring them to Jeffers.”

      The tribute nodded his head as he backed away slowly. His eyes lingered on Andr for a long moment. His look was that of gratitude, confusion … with an inkling of something deeper. Somewhere far beneath the upper layers of his consciousness, buried deep within his memory, Ryl knew the answer to the disquieting puzzle lurked. He understood Cray’s confusion firsthand. Though his father’s face had been burned into his nightmares for cycles, the face of his mother and his only sister had nearly faded. Thoughts of them had long since failed to produce clear images in his mind. Would he recognize their faces today if they were standing beside him?

      Cray shook his gaze free before hastening to the tributes in the glade. Ryl patted his friend on the shoulder again. There were no words for the moment. The smile was all that was needed.

      From the edge of the grove, the mender was already moving steadily from the trees. Sarial was at his side; a score of tributes swarmed in their wake. Many remained at the outskirts, hesitant to leave the feeble protection of the trees. Jeffers was calling out orders to those around him, his hands pointing in rapid succession in the direction of those whose need was the greatest.

      Le’Dral approached from the west with Moyan on his heels. The massive guard loomed behind the captain like an oversized shadow. Ryl removed the hood of his cloak as the pair stopped a meter away. Free from the shadow of the fabric, a gentle breeze from the south blew a lock of stray hair across his face. With it came a hint of the unmistakable, metallic smell of blood.

      Moyan’s eyes squinted in curiosity as they catalogued the features of Ryl's face. A moment later they went wide as they fell upon the brands on his neck. Clarity soon followed. The wide grin that spread across his face was again disconnected with his rigid features.

      “I'm relieved to find your death was more suspicious than it originally seemed,” Moyan said with a grin. “I heard tales from the Palisades, from the Harvest ceremony. They were too unbelievable to comprehend. The truth of the matter is much more unexpected.”

      “As was your arrival, my friend,” Ryl said appreciatively as he stepped forward extending his arm toward the lieutenant. The massive hand of Moyan's closed atop his, swallowing it whole in his grasp. His hands were rough from calluses, yet his grip was light.

      “We were lucky to have the assistance,” Le'Dral added. “It likely saved undue bloodshed. We won't be as lucky next time.”

      Ryl agreed with the captain. He turned his head slowly, arcing over the field of battle. Guard and tribute alike helped those in the most urgent need whether they were friend or foe. His eyes settled on Jeffers. There was a pained look on his face as he rose slowly from the still form on the ground at his feet. It was a guard from Cadsae Proper. He shook his head as he moved hurriedly to the next, a tribute sporting a vicious cut along his arm. His tattered sleeve and the side of his clothes were stained wet with crimson.

      Ryl clenched his jaw, exhaling deeply as the familiar fire raged through his veins. The death had been in self-defense, yet unnecessary. They'd come for the tributes. They’d come to destroy them all. Any that stood in that line; man, woman, tribute or guard would have been a casualty of war.

      “Treat those in dire need, those who can't treat themselves. Gather the weapons, and horses, we need haste,” Ryl barked out the order to the captain. “Release the rest.”

      Le'Dral tilted his head slightly to the side, and his eyes met with Moyan’s for a brief moment. The subtle understanding of cycles of tutelage and friendship flashed between them. Moyan’s smile brightened as he shrugged his shoulders.

      “Send them with a warning for the next who come to claim our blood,” Ryl growled. “The time for mercy is at an end. We will defend our freedom.”

      The raging inferno swirled in his eyes. He stood taller; his cloak billowing out as the unnatural wind swirled around his feet.

      “They will be met with a fury the likes of which this Kingdom has never seen.”
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      It took several hours before those in dire need of treatment were all cared for. Throughout the time, Mender Jeffers never stopped moving. His list of patients was long. He was either hands on or shouting out orders to those who’d offered their hands to assist. Virtually all who’d taken part in the battle on the side of the tributes and their rebel guards were marred with wounds of varying degree. Most required little skilled care, though several had sustained more life-threatening injuries. Of the ten that had received the most severe injuries, Jeffers was optimistic most would recover, though the full process may take cycles. Sadly, three of their group—three of Le’Dral’s men—were buried under the boughs of the small grove that had provided a backdrop to the blood, cries and gore that had played out before it.

      If not for the addition of Moyan’s men, the number would have likely been higher for both sides. The sudden, surprising addition of his troops had altered Ryl’s plan entirely. Though the task had given him no joy, he had been prepared to unleash the full force of the phrenics on the advancing riders. Few would have survived.

      As it was, sixteen of the attacking cavalry had perished in the melee. Several had fallen victim to strikes from the frantic, panicked horses. The others succumbed to wounds resulting from the blade or bludgeon. Nearly a quarter of the force of three hundred cavalry that had formed the charge were now held in temporary captivity. While the mender and those drafted to assist his grim work hastily tended to the wounded, the remainder were stripped of their weapons and securely bound. The tributes and guards had made quick work of gathering the weapons as well as collecting those dropped amid the hasty retreat.

      Corralling the spooked horses proved to be more challenging. Aided by a boost of calming emotion from Ryl and the phrenics, the startled beasts were pacified enough to control their reins. After a tedious process, they’d added nearly thirty horses to the sum of their small army.

      With Jeffers having completed the last of his treatments on the wounded, the caravan resumed its trek toward Tabenville. They left behind a ground burnt by flames and churned by the stampede of feet and hooves; the land was scarred with fire and stained with blood of men. A small line of graves lined the edge of the small grove. Headstones of sticks and cloth were etched with their names. Small flags of torn cloth fluttered gently in the breeze.

      It was well past midday when the somber caravan marched toward the north. All were consumed with thoughts of the morning’s occurrences. Open combat was something that defied all possible imagination. The reality of bloodshed was more profound, assaulting every sense. The thick, metallic smell of blood mixed with the putrid stench of vomit and excrement. Blood, gore and bits of flesh marred the pristine wild grasses of the small field. The ground that had been solid from basking in the sun's constant rays was squishy in places. A thick puddle of crimson liquid and black dirt bubbled up around the feet that trod through the saturated patches. The peaceful calm of the desolate fields of The Stocks had been desecrated by the slash of steel, the thump of wood and the bloodthirsty and agonized screams of men and women.

      The wounded had been loaded onto the horses as the tired procession limped steadily to the north. Ryl had waited at the rear with Le’Dral and Moyan by his side. With hoods drawn and weapons still in hand, the phrenics stood like menacing statutes several steps behind as Ryl addressed the captive guards.

      Ryl’s voice was laced with fear and utmost believability as he added the projected emotions to his words.

      “The tributes are not your enemy. We are not your enemy,” he growled at the guards that remained bound, huddled together in a group. “You have been deceived since before you were born. Since before your parents were born. I tell you that there is an evil stirring in the Outlands, a blackened death that has not been seen since the times of legend. They are your true enemy.”

      He paused for a moment, allowing the statement sink in.

      “The tributes are free,” he scolded. “Free from your molestation or command. The time for our compassion and mercy has ended. Attack us again and you will feel the full force of the phrenics. Know that few will survive.”

      Ryl’s hardened glare rolled over the captives. Few harbored the constitution to meet his eyes for more than an instant.

      “Captain, cut them free,” He ordered.

      Without hesitation, Le’Dral strode forward, deftly slicing the rope bonds that secured the closest guard’s hands. He kneeled before the man, a man who’d likely served under his command for cycles, yet he spoke not a word. The guard quickly averted his gaze as well, looking meekly down at the ground. The power, the truth, the information conveyed by Le’Dral’s eyes imparted a message louder than words would have hoped to attain.

      Without a word, the captain and Moyan turned away from the freed guard before mounting their horses, falling back into line with the procession. Ryl had moved back to his position in line with the phrenics. They stood motionless, watching as the guard hastened to free his companions. It wasn’t until the last had turned away in hasty retreat that they moved. He hammered the slowly fleeing guards with a wave of uncertainty.

      He wanted them to question his words. He wanted them to question the lies they’d learned as truth.

      The phrenics regained their mounts, riding with haste, catching up with the caravan a short distance in the lead. The plan was to push on until after nightfall. A hasty camp would be constructed without the light of fire. Another night of short rest would be in store for all as they intended to resume their march before the light of dawn.

      Ryl knew the warnings would be for naught. Even now, an army marched in their wake. They’d not stop at the words of a few wounded stragglers.

      The pace they kept was hurried, yet their strength flagged rapidly, reducing the progress to a crawl. They’d covered perhaps half of the remaining distance to Tabenville when the march was halted. Shy of ten miles still remained.

      Ryl felt the subconscious pull increase as the view of the Erlyn grew throughout the day. The morrow would see them united. The statue of Taben the Defender loomed in the distance. He looked upon it with a fresh perspective. When last he’d seen the stoic warrior, he’d still known so little of the past, of the history of the proud people to which he belonged. He’d seen firsthand the incredible power contained within the blood of the phrenics. The myths of Taben and his small force were founded in more truth than any understood.

      There were no speeches, no questions from the assembled mass before they took to rest that night. The quiet babbling of the river that ran along the road to their right was cathartic. Many were soon asleep, though they huddled together closely to stave off the night’s chill.

      The addition of the nearly fifty horses and men that had defected with Moyan allowed for fresh eyes along the watch. Le’Dral’s guards were eager to rest, hastening through the process of tending the wounded tributes Ryl had brought with them from Martrion. Jeffers had been too consumed with treating those hobbled from the morning’s battle that little more than a passing thought was given to a remedy to speed their recovery.

      All but three now sat, though their eyes were glazed and unfocused. None had made any attempts to communicate. Elias’s outburst and subsequent dialogue along the road from Serrate had not been repeated. His guard of phrenic or Vigil yet remained.

      Ryl had stopped to see him as he made his way throughout the camp. He spoke quietly to his unresponsive friend, reminiscing about times long since passed. Trouble they’d sought as children. Hope they’d whispered in the hushed confines of their worn-down room. His vision strayed to the camp that sprung up around them. He marveled at the pace at which both the tributes and the guards had assimilated with each other. Though only sporadic at first, increasing signs of trust were visible hour by hour.

      Those who’d made up the line, who’d fought and bled side by side, were bonded by the forges of war. Feelings of uncertainty had been transformed into a hardened trust.

      Ryl patted Elias gently on the shoulder, stretching as he rose to his feet. The sound of hastily approaching footsteps brought his focus back to the present. Millis and Vox materialized steadily from the darkness.

      “One of the scouts returned with a report,” Millis announced as they stopped a few steps before Ryl. “The army seems to have split. A second smaller force remained on the opposite side of the river from us. They likely aim to flank us from the east to cut us off before the woods.”

      Ryl looked from the guard to Vox. He could see the grin form on the elementalist’s face.

      “Seems we have a thing for burning bridges,” Ryl said.

      “Either that or houses,” Millis retorted. “This one seems adept at lighting them. I’ll show him the way there and back. We’ll leave sentries along the river as a warning.”

      Ryl acceded to the plan. The fire would likely be visible to the approaching troops. Depending on their location, they’d likely backtrack to the nearest shallows where the river emptied into the still waters of the lake. It would be there that they’d likely ford the icy waters of the river instead.

      “Ride safe, my friends,” Ryl responded.

      Millis answered with a formal salute which eroded into a shrug of his shoulders as he realized the pointlessness of the ingrained action. Vox simply nodded his head as he followed the guard. In moments they’d vanished into the dark.

      Ryl finished making his rounds of the camp, checking on the wounded and exchanging brief greetings with his closest companions and friends. He settled down among the tributes, speaking in low tones with Tash and Luan. Palon merely watched, his eyes remaining in perpetual motion, as he absorbed the activity around him. Ryl couldn’t help but smile at the sight of his silent friend slowly rocking Luan’s tiny baby in his arms.

      He savored the moments as he knew they’d not last long. There was a lengthy and perilous road ahead before they’d be able to rest. Would a day come when they’d all truly be free?

      To his surprise, from the darkness, Cray appeared, though he approached with tentative steps. Ryl moved to the side making room for the tribute to sit.

      The others greeted him warmly as he joined the group, an uncommon appreciation flashing in their eyes. Among the group resting around him, Cray was the only one to have fought in the battle that morning. Tash and Palon had remained ever vigilant protectors, sticking to Luan’s side. Zed had remained with Aelin. His sheer strength was required to hold the stubborn boy back from charging into the midst of battle with nothing but his fists and brute strength.

      Cray rubbed his hand idly over the bandage that covered his right arm.

      “How are you holding up?” Ryl asked calmly.

      “I’m alright, all things considered,” Cray responded quietly. He wrapped his arms around his knees pulling them in close to his chest.

      Words weren’t needed for Ryl to sense the struggle. He focused, sending a subtle wave of calm over the tribute. Cray responded immediately. His posture relaxed as the tension ebbed from his body. His eyes remained wide as he stared at Ryl.

      “How did you do it?” He quizzed. “How have you changed so much in so little time?”

      Ryl chuckled softly at the stream of questions that flooded through his mouth. They both quieted as the babe in Palon’s arms cooed softly as it squirmed gently before settling into sleep once more.

      “You have much to discover about the past. About the tributes. About the phrenics. And about yourself,” Ryl explained. “I'm afraid there won't be time for the introspection needed yet. You must learn to focus on the alexen that flows through your veins.”

      He saw Cray's eyebrow wrinkle at the mention of the cursed blood.

      “It hasn’t been long since I shared those same feelings,” Ryl commiserated. “The compound was a curse to me for cycles. Before you can learn to control the power that is rightfully yours, you must learn to understand that which resides inside of you.”

      The twins and Luan leaned closer, listening intently at the explanation.

      “The alexen is in essence a living thing,” Ryl explained. “It's a shared connection between us all. One that you can feel. You've most likely grown so accustomed to the sensation now that it no longer strikes you as unique. It's a feeling I can best describe as a welcome. A warmth that grows in proximity to other tributes, to other phrenics.”

      There was a similar look of confusion written across their faces.

      Ryl smiled at his friends.

      “The path won't be easy, yet one day, you'll understand,” he continued. “To see the world the way I do.”

      “I have to make it that long first,” Cray mumbled.

      Ryl put his hand on the tribute’s shoulder giving it a gentle squeeze.

      “Don't fret, my friend,” he said. “You fought well. You’re untrained and yet had the courage to stand your ground against seasoned warriors.”

      “And if it wasn’t for that mercenary, I'd have failed,” Cray said as he hung his head.

      “In that, you and I are brothers,” Ryl added cryptically. “That mercenary has saved my life on more occasions than I care to remember.”

      Cray paused for a moment, kicking a small twig idly with his foot before continuing.

      “There's something strange about him that I can't explain,” Cray said absently. “He could have been killed. Why would he have sacrificed himself for me?”

      Ryl smiled back at the tribute. It wasn't his place to give the information to the younger man. That was Andr's. He thought for a moment before responding.

      “He's willingly risked his life for me time and time again,” Ryl admitted. “He followed me on a fool's mission through the Outlands with next to no hope of return. I consider him as close to family as I have. He can be a man of few words, but he is driven by a higher purpose.”

      “What purpose is that?” Cray interrupted.

      “You'll have to ask him yourself,” Ryl answered.
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      The dull thud of hooves on the road in the distance woke Ryl from his brief rest. The night was still shrouded in darkness. The camp around him was silent as the tributes enjoyed the last scraps of their short slumber. He rose quietly, moving with haste toward the sound of the incoming riders, investigating the area with his mindsight. The undeniable signature of a phrenic moved quickly in the direction of their camp.

      The captain and Moyan stood alongside the lead wagon in preparation for the arrival of the riders. With the thick of the night still obscuring their vision for more than a few meters, the hands of both hovered dangerously close to the hilts of their swords. The silhouette of two horses and their riders stood out against the low, bright flicker of the remains of a fire in the distance. Ryl stopped casually at their side.

      “There’s no need for alarm,” he stated quietly. “Vox returns with Millis. I can sense no alarm from the phrenic.”

      Le'Dral relaxed his stance, casually resting his wrist on the pommel of the blade. Moyan viewed Ryl with unveiled curiosity.

      “You will see,” was all Ryl replied.

      Moments later, the riders slowed. Millis’ voice called quietly into the dark signaling their approach.

      The two emerged from the darkness moments later, alighting easily before the wagon.

      “The bridge is no more, captain,” Millis reported with a hasty salute. “We watched the flames eat away the timber before we rode. There will be nothing left but ash soon.”

      “Good work, Millis. Thank you, Vox,” Le’Dral replied saluting his subordinate, offering his hand to the phrenic.

      Vox accepted the outstretched hand with a polite nod of his head.

      “How long will we let them sleep?” Ryl interjected, changing the subject, though his words trailed off at the end. He'd thought he heard a high-pitched whine over the quiet burbling of the river. He held out his hand for silence, interrupting the captain who'd opened his mouth to speak. He focused on the sound.

      The high frequency sound repeated; the notes became a harmony. Ryl knew the song.

      “Arrows. Cover,” he yelled as he leapt forward. He tapped into the speed that flowed within, propelling the captain and Moyan behind the edge of the wagon. The whistle of arrows ended in several solid thunks along the wagons side. A single bolt slid harmlessly by his feet.

      Screams of pain and alarm sounded from their southern flank.

      “Vox, light,” Ryl commanded as he reached for the Leaves.

      The flames rolled along the elementalist’s tattooed left arm, rapidly coalescing into a ball of brilliant light in his hand. Ryl was already in motion to the south as the orb erupted forward from the phrenic’s palm. It shot into the sky, leaving a trail of spark and smoke, before detonating in a blinding ball of light that illuminated the area with an intense white aura.

      A small glowing orb remained in the aftermath, slowly dropping to the ground, creating a disorienting array of perpetually moving shadows. The overwhelming power of the light turned the landscape under its domain into a nearly colorless contrast of shades of black and white. The only color to cross its stage was a streak of brilliant green fire from the Leaves as Ryl raced toward the sound of alarm.

      The camp around them erupted into a frenzy of confusion, panic and alarm. Le'Dral, Moyan and Millis barked out orders to their subordinates. The stunned guards responded admirably, spurring themselves to action, many from the depths of sleep. The Vigil, following preset orders, fell back to the wagons housing the ailing tributes. Ryl knew the phrenics would be close on his heels. Andr would be close on theirs.

      Ryl crossed the distance to their southern perimeter in a matter of moments. The scene before him turned his stomach. The road stretched out toward the south, illuminated as a light grey streak between the darker patches of ground along its flanks. A few meters to the left of the path, the shimmering surface of the lazily moving river glistened in shades of black and white.

      Scattered along the road before him were the bodies of several of the rebel guards, some of which bristled with arrows. Their charcoal silhouettes lay still on the road. Slowly growing dark stains spread out from around their motionless forms. To the right, a single guard, an arrow piercing his side, screamed in pain as he slid himself across the cold, hard earth. Others hid behind the small clusters of bushes and thin, scattered trees, shouting cries of alarm to the somnolent camp at their rear.

      As anger surged through his veins so too did the speed. The fire of the Leaves flared brighter—a blinding, brilliant green inferno erupted as time stopped around him.

      To his front a group of perhaps twenty were in the process of nocking their arrows for a second round of deadly projectiles.

      No further death would fly from their bows this night. The doomed archers couldn't react fast enough as Ryl screamed into their midst.

      His stomach churned with repulsion as the last of their ruined bodies fell to the ground. He felt the hot spray of blood on his face and arms, heard the solid thump of bodies hitting the road, preceding the splashing of blood by an instant.

      Ryl swept the surroundings with his senses. In the still flickering white light from above no he saw no others waiting to attack. He let the Leaves falter as he stepped away from the bodies.

      Time slapped back to normal speed; his cloak snapped out to the side.

      The sounds and motion of the surrounding camp crashed into him with a dizzying force. Vox, Kaep and Ramm were at his side in moments. Vox's arm crackled with a steady flame. Kaep studied the silence of the surrounding landscape, arrow waiting eagerly for the next foe. Andr slid to a stop at their side, his blade in hand.

      “We need the cover of the Erlyn,” Ryl announced. “We need to move now.”

      He turned stalking his way back toward the wagons. All were awake in the camp as he walked with purpose back toward where Le'Dral likely remained at the head of the caravan.

      Sarial rushed forward from her newfound position at the mender’s side. Her eyes were wide with concern.

      “Ryl, are you hurt…?” her voice trailed off as she took in the full breadth of his appearance. He was slick with blood and gore. Splashes and sprays of the lifeblood of twenty were splattered across his body.

      Her eyes flashed with a momentary fear.

      “No, Sarial, I'm fine,” his voice was cold as he responded without stopping his march.

      He witnessed a similar look on the faces of the tributes and guards he passed along the way. They shrunk back as he moved with focused intent through their midst. Their unveiled fear threatened to turn his already rolling stomach.

      They lived their lives in perpetual fear.

      They feared the guards.

      They feared The Stocks.

      They feared the Harvest.

      Now, they feared him.

      Ryl bit back the bile that forced its way up his throat, burning his insides.

      Le'Dral stalked quickly in his direction, his head on a swivel, cataloging the action of the camp around him. His eyes surveyed Ryl up and down briefly as he stopped.

      “It is done. More will come,” Ryl hissed. “Ready the march. Too much blood has been spilled already today, we need the safety of the Erlyn.”

      “How many?” Le'Dral gasped.

      “Four of your guards were killed in the ambush,” Ryl answered coldly. “Twenty of theirs.”

      Le'Dral shook his head. Ryl could see the sadness in his eyes.

      “Take their bows. Take the arrows. Leave the bodies,” Ryl growled. “They were warned. It needn't have come to this.”

      The death at his hands was sickening … yet paled in comparison to the dread that rose in his body.

      What was he becoming?

      What had he become?
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      Ryl avoided the others as camp was broken with haste. The first hints of the coming day’s light were beginning to lighten the eastern sky over the tops of the palisade. The dark of the night was slowly retreating from the gradient of slightly brighter blues that were pushing into its domain. The signal fires mounted atop the staggered guard towers of the Palisades had burned low in preparation for the light.

      He washed his face and arms in the crisp waters of the river. The stubborn blood of the dead clung to his skin, refusing to relinquish its hold. Ryl plunged his hand into the cold water, bringing up a small handful of sand. He used the grit to scour the remnants of crimson from his arm.

      The soft padding of footsteps on the loose soil behind drew his attention from the blood slickened water. Ryl turned his head to find Nielix approaching quietly. He tossed Ryl a dry scrap of fabric.

      “The caravan makes for the north,” Nielix broke through the quiet burble of the gently rolling river. Ryl rubbed the cloth over his face and arms; the rough fabric sanding the last remaining traces of blood from his skin.

      “You know, this is a burden you needn't carry on your own,” Nielix intoned quietly.

      Ryl lowered the scratchy cloth as he finished cleaning off his face. The Vigil had been morose and withdrawn since his actions that led to the death of the phrenic Deyalou. Repentance was a long, winding road, yet he'd noted the clear reversal of the previously belligerent man's attitude.

      “There was nothing you could have done to prevent this,” the Vigil continued. “The decisions they made, were made of their own volition. You know that not all will change their minds so quickly. Not all will abandon their lifelong beliefs so blindly.”

      Ryl remained silent as the Vigil continued.

      “The phrenics will follow you,” Nielix continued. “The tributes will follow. The captain and his guards will follow you as will the Vigil. As will I.”

      Nielix stood taller as if the telling had removed a weight that had been heavy on his shoulders.

      “I was wrong to have doubted you. I was wrong to have spoken out against you,” he admitted, though the concession was clearly discomforting. “You do not fight this battle alone. We will be by your side to weather any storm that blows in our direction.”

      The Vigil reached his hand out. Ryl let it hover patiently in the air for only a moment before reaching out his own. The handshake was firm, the bond resolute.

      Ryl and Nielix mounted their horses, cantering after the weary procession of the caravan. It wasn't long before they met with the rear guard. With an understanding nod, the Vigil angled his horse off to the side, taking his position among the ranks of mounted soldiers that protected their rear. Kaep and Ramm now rode with them.

      All, save the giant phrenic, were now armed with bows. Their supply of arrows was limited, Kaep having retained the largest share. Their silhouettes bristled with the shafts like cushions laden with pins.

      Ryl spurred his mount forward, riding quickly along the western side of the column. Their eastern flank was protected by the narrow sloping bank of the river. The water from here to the Erlyn was relatively slow moving, yet fairly wide. A trained archer could easily strike a target on the opposite bank, however, the lack of trees made a stealthy approach nearly impossible.

      They moved to the north with as much speed as could be safely managed and maintained. The daylight steadily grew to their east, brightening the sky with every step. Ryl reached the wagons that had been maintained for the transport of their medically needy patients. Rolan waved a subtle greeting as he passed, while Faya slept peacefully, curled on the seat beside him with her head on his lap.

      Ryl marveled at the resilience of the man. He'd been a steadfast supporter, maintaining an almost perpetual responsibility for driving the black wagon since they'd left Milstead.

      Ryl dismounted at the next wagon up the line. The remainder of the tributes from the facility with Elias now shared their cramped confines with several of the most severely wounded guards. The majority of Moyan's mounted cavalry had temporarily relinquished their horses, allowing the rest of the injured or hobbled to ride without slowing their progress down. Quinlen, still hobbled by a permanent limp from an injury several cycles past, stubborn as was his norm, had put up a half-hearted fight about riding, but eventually caved after a little extra convincing.

      Vox offered a tired smile as Ryl hitched his mount to the back of the wagon, easily hopping up to the back of the overburdened cart.

      “I'll take over from here,” Ryl said. “Get some rest. You've had a busy night.”

      The phrenic elementalist needed no further motivation. He rose wearily, patting Ryl on the shoulder before departing on the mount that followed steadily behind the wagon.

      Ryl eased his way through the maze of the wounded and recovering, who were arranged as orderly as possible in the back of the wagon. He nodded at the guard who'd pulled duty caring for the wounded. Jeffers slept restlessly on the pile of reorganized medical supplies at the head of the wagon. For the moment, his patients were stable. The most seriously injured from the ambush hadn't survived long enough for Jeffers to treat his wounds.

      Toward the front of the wagon Ryl took a seat, leaning his back against the coarse wooden walls. He positioned himself between Elias and Cavlin. The physical condition of both had improved dramatically since they'd left Cadsae two short days earlier. Elias was still silent; his eyes hadn't opened again. Ryl hoped that someday he'd emerge again from the shell in which he currently resided. He wasn't willing to give up hope, to give up on his friend yet.

      Cavlin's skin had reverted to nearly its original tone. His flesh had been a sickening, ashy grey when Ryl had left him at the discretion of the mender in the East Ward of Cadsae Proper. He'd taken a vicious beating. He’d lost so much blood, Ryl was honestly surprised the man still lived.

      Ryl watched the slow steady rise and fall of both men's chests. For a moment, he put his head down in his hands, scanning the surrounding area with his mindsight. He located the four phrenics instantly. The blur of light from the tightly packed tributes that marched hurriedly toward an uncertain future in Tabenville was as incredible as it was disorienting.

      The signatures of the tributes they'd rescued from the facility were still feeble at best. Like the last flickering remains of a candle, he feared it would take only the notion of a breeze to extinguish the glow forever. Would their conditions ever improve? Would they ever regain control over their senses enough to live out their lives?

      Had they truly been saved when he’d pulled them from the torture chamber of the facility in the shadow of the Martrion ruins?

      At his side, the distinct void where Elias lay was as painful as it was confusing. His mark was neither the golden glow of the alexen, nor the blackened stain of its opposite. In its place was a void of neither light nor dark. The emptiness that filled its confines was limitless.

      Ryl squeezed his hands into fists, pressing them against his head in frustration. For a moment he tugged at the hair of his scalp as he worked to drive the thoughts from his mind.

      It was a moment before he regained the clarity he sought. They had accomplished so much with so little. Whether the razing of the facility, the rescue of a father and daughter on the run from the hunter's blades or the freedom of the tributes from their captors. They'd come this far. They'd converted many to their cause.

      They'd all bled for the truth. For freedom. For what was right.

      “I'll not give up on you, my friend,” Ryl whispered as he looked at the still form of Elias, lying a hand’s width from his side. “I'll find a way through this. I'll be by your side until the end.”

      He watched the rhythmic breathing of his friend’s chest. The steady pulsation was soothing. He waited for an answer that he knew wouldn't come. The frustration was growing harder to hide.

      “He can hear you, you know,” came the airy voice from his opposite side. The sound was weak and ragged, requiring a force that was audible.

      Ryl turned his head in shock. Cavlin's head had rolled to the side facing him. His eyes were open, though no more than slits. He blinked them together with sluggish effort.

      “Yours was not the face I expected to see in that alley,” Cavlin mumbled. “I was sure it would be death's gaze that met my eyes. I admit I was shocked, but not truly surprised.”

      Ryl leaned in close, his worried eyes darting to the bandage that remained wrapped around the wounded guard’s waist. Jeffers had changed it not long before they left their ill-fated campsite—he was relieved to see it was still clean of blood.

      “We were lucky that fate chose to reunite us as it did,” Ryl answered.

      Cavlin blinked hard, squeezing his eyes shut in a wince of pain.

      “Aye, luck had a part in it. I'll be forever thankful for that,” Cavlin stated honestly.

      A convulsion of pain rolled through his body. Ryl saw his muscles tense, and a tear formed in the corner of his eye.

      “It was more than just dumb luck,” he said bluntly. “It wasn't pure luck that cut down eight professional killers in that alley. Just like it wasn't luck alone that disposed of that vile master and his henchman. It was skill.”

      Ryl did his best to hide the recognition that flashed across his face. Cavlin smiled a small, knowing grin, likely the furthest extent of his muscles’ range of motion before the pain kicked in.

      “Your ability is unlike any I've seen. Your movement borders on the impossible,” he gasped. “There was something about you before, something unexplainable. There is no questioning it now. What is it that you want, Ryl? Why did you return?”

      Ryl stared down at the wounded guard for a long moment as he pondered the true answer to the question. There was no simple answer.

      He wanted freedom. Freedom for the tributes, freedom for the children and families that fell prey to the horrors of a positive Ascertaining testing.

      He wanted understanding. Understanding that the tributes were not something to be feared. They were men and women, boys and girls much like the rest. Though their powers, their skills would set them apart, they weren't something to be hunted and caged.

      He wanted peace. There were battles coming. The fate of the phrenic. The fate of Vim and of Damaris would be held at the tip of a clawed hand.

      He wanted hope.

      He wanted the hope that freedom was truly possible. That the understanding he was witnessing around him was infectious; that it would spread across the land, carried on the winds. That peace could be realized.

      “I came here to set them free,” Ryl answered after his reverie.

      “And I'll aid you anyway I can,” Cavlin whispered. His eyes rolled back in his head as he fought to maintain his fleeting grip on wakefulness.

      “Rest now, my friend,” Ryl said quietly as Cavlin's eyes closed. “The road will be long and there will be much to do before we reach the end.”
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      The coming of dawn brought a clear blue sky overhead. The crisp breeze that blew from the south was chilling yet refreshing. Its gusts seemed to give emphasis to their march; pushing them toward their destination.

      To their north, the Erlyn stretched out before them, though still several miles in the distance. Her green arms reached for the hastening caravan, ushering them to the safety of her embrace. The colossal statue of Taben the Defender urged them onward.

      To their south, the tale was far less optimistic. The ambush from the night before was only a precursor; merely an advanced scouting party for the army that now marched at speed, nipping at their heels. The massive wave of soldiers moved steadily forward, casting a cloud of dust that billowed high into the air. The tips of their spears glistened, sending out brilliant flares of light as they caught the rays of the morning's sun.

      Ryl left his post watching over Elias, passing the duty off to Soldi. He hastened to the rear of the column, that had now pushed forward into a desperate run. The cries of war from behind echoed over the apprehensive hush of the morning. The strides of the trained guards were rapidly narrowing the distance between their parties. Ryl and the phrenics had abandoned their horses, assisting to load as many of the slower tributes onto their backs. Of the nearly ninety horses that originally bore warriors, less than twenty remained in the hands of the most skilled fighters of the group.

      With a single command, the remainder of the horses and wagons spurred themselves on with all due speed. The squeaking of the wagon wheels and the thunder of hooves was drowned out by the cheers from the army behind. The hammer of nearly ten thousand feet on the ground roared like an approaching storm.

      The race to the Erlyn was on.

      If they could make the woods before the army descended on them, they would have a chance. Ryl had yet to share his connection and the powers of the woods with any but the phrenics and Andr. Yet, in their minds, the border to the ancient trees represented hope. The prospect of defending a narrow gap of road would negate the disparity of their numbers; allowing only a few of the enemy to attack at once.

      The heat of the excited alexen rushed through his veins as the power begged for release. The feeling was familiar, yet at the same time contained an unusual hint of apprehension. Though abnormal, he understood the sensation that whispered through the churning of his blood.

      It pleaded for mercy.

      It cried for restraint.

      Ryl had no intention of letting the army reach the tributes or the guards who had awakened to their cause, yet he was loathe to unleash the full complement of his powers. He alone, even without the assistance of the other phrenics, could wreak devastation on a disastrous level.

      Together, the results would be catastrophic.

      They needed to slow the approach.

      The phrenics jogged alongside the remaining riders and guards as the bulk of the caravan raced forward at a frantic pace. Apart from a paltry few, all able-bodied soldiers now remained at the rear, however, no tributes accompanied them for this fight. At Ryl’s pleading, they’d reluctantly acquiesced. His words along with a heavy dose of conveyed emotion had convinced them that making the woods was their only hope. No matter what happened outside, he knew in his heart the Erlyn would protect them.

      They were losing ground too quickly. The distance between the forces closed to less than a few hundred meters. Ryl could make out the faces of the army that charged in their pursuit. His heart sank as his eyes took stock of the rapidly spreading line of attackers. The faces of those in the front were marred with the hateful visages he’d grown so accustomed to during his cycles under guard in The Stocks.

      Those leading the charge likely shared the sentiments of the late Master Delsith, sub-master Osir or the others that thought nothing of the lives they persecuted. The people they’d tortured from the age of a child were nothing to them. They would show no compassion to tribute or guard. They sought only blood and death.

      The forward line of the wagons and horses had crossed the edge of the orchard; nearly a half-mile remained before they reached the woods. Ryl, the phrenics and their meager force had fallen nearly a few hundred meters behind. All ran with their weapons at the ready save the phrenics.

      Ryl was confident the phrenics could easily reach the safety of the woods in time. The rest, however, would never make it. The thought of leaving behind those who’d taken a stand, throwing away all in the defense of the tributes, to die senselessly, turned his stomach. The words of Nielix echoed in his ears.

      You do not fight this battle alone.

      He looked at the group that ran alongside him. Some were strangers. Some were friends. Others he considered the closest thing to family as he had left in this world. They all wore the determined faces of those who were ready to stand and fight. To give their lives, if necessary, for what they believed in. From his right, Andr made his way through the guards to his side.

      “There’ll be no outrunning them,” the mercenary said between breaths. “We were close.”

      “Aye. Form a line at the edge of the orchard,” he announced loud enough for all to hear.

      Le’Dral, who was mounted, slowed his horse, trotting along Ryl’s left side.

      “Captain. The archers are under your command,” Ryl ordered. “Hold your line and don’t fire until I give the signal.”

      “Understood, Ryl,” Le’Dral answered. “What is it you intend to do?”

      Ryl remained quiet for a moment as they neared the edge of the orchard. They slowed their approach as they formed a thin line. The thrumming march of the approaching army slowed with them as they spread out, forming into ranks, readying their charge.

      “I intend to finish what we started, my friend,” Ryl said bluntly. “The Stocks will fall. The tributes will be free.”

      Le'Dral squinted, angling his head slightly to the side as he studied Ryl.

      “They have been warned,” Ryl added before the captain could respond. “If they cannot be convinced otherwise first—those who attack us will die.”

      Le'Dral closed his eyes for a long moment, his head drooping slightly. When it again raised, his eyes were alight with a fierce determination Ryl had never before seen in the normally stoic officer.

      “It will be an honor to fight side by side with those who have the skills only spoken about in legend,” the captain added. His eyes traveled to the statue looming over the forest behind them. “And to call you my friend.”

      Ryl was touched by the sentiment. The joy that should have resounded through his body at the admission was diminished under the tidal surge of energy that raced through his veins.

      His eyes traveled beyond the captain, running slowly along the forest that erupted from the ground less than half a mile away. He could feel the pull of the woods. He could hear her call clearly now; there was relief in her voice, though it was tinged with something more. Something potent, something he'd never felt from her before.

      Something powerful.

      “We'll make it through this, Le'Dral,” Ryl added confidently, though his eyes never left the edge of the Erlyn.

      He watched as the first of the wounded riders from their caravan entered the blackness of the yawning mouth of the woods. Ryl breathed a pent-up sigh of relief knowing the rest would follow shortly.

      His eyes closed for a moment, and he struggled to quiet his raging mind. He focused his thoughts on the woods, pleading for succor. Her limbs were so close, yet from where he stood on the outskirts of the orchard, they may as well as have been separated by an eternity.

      A confident cheer erupted from the massed soldiers from the city. As the revelry faded, he heard the chilling call of a single voice boom over the army.

      “Forward, march.”

      He turned his head quickly to witness the advance of the marching army. The Erlyn seemed to shudder from the sound; a vague ripple passed along the trees.

      With a grunt, Le'Dral spurred his horse back to the line. Ryl placed his hand on Andr's shoulder, locking eyes with his friend. A foreboding sense of apprehension covered his body. He offered him a weak, forced smile.

      “Please don't judge us too harshly for what will befall,” Ryl whispered to the mercenary.

      Andr smiled back, placing his arm on his shoulder, giving it a squeeze.

      “Leave it to history to judge our actions today,” Andr responded. “You've freed a people from an existence worse than death. You've shown compassion when none was warranted. I made a vow long ago that I intend to keep. I will stay by your side until the end, my friend.”

      Ryl struggled to hold back the moisture that threatened to well in his eyes. With a subtle nod, he turned from Andr, crossing the few meters to where the phrenics stood.

      He stopped alongside the line of his peers. They remained motionless; eyes locked on the army approaching across the narrow expanse.

      The enemy force had fanned out into a wide, slightly concave line that stretched across The Stocks for several hundred meters. Ryl estimated that there were over one thousand guards making up the lead line. Behind that, row after row of armed soldiers receded into the distance. Flanking both ends of the line were the remnants of the cavalry they had repelled the day prior, though their approach lagged behind the charge of the infantry.

      The ground thundered with the footsteps of thousands of heavy boots on the hard soil.

      The line of phrenics stood a few meters ahead of Andr, the Vigil and guards. Less than ninety stood in the face of a charge of overwhelming numbers, yet Ryl was less concerned about their own safety.

      How many thousands would he have to kill before they gave up their charge?

      Ryl’s force stood shoulder to shoulder, stretching from the edge of the river to the edge of the orchard. The branches of the evenly spaced trees would no doubt slow the initial approach of much of the line, yet the benefit wouldn’t last. Once they crossed through the first rows, their miniscule force would be quickly surrounded. If their initial defense didn’t work, if it failed to persuade the army to abandon its conquest, Le’Dral and the guards were to fall back into the entrance to the Erlyn.

      The steady cadence of the approaching march quickened as they neared. Ryl looked to his left, forcing a wave of hope over those standing with him on the line. The heads of the phrenics to his right turned as one, acknowledging him with a nod. Kaep pulled an arrow from her quiver; the bow creaked as she stretched back the twine. Fire swelled around Vox’s left arm. Ryl felt the heat wash over his left side.

      Scattered cries of bloodlust rang out across the massive line of the incoming army. Ryl could feel the animosity, the excited anticipation, ripple forward like the waves of the tide. He closed his eyes, breathing deeply, sucking in a volume of fresh air. He savored the crisp smell of the earth and the lingering, sweet scents of the recently harvested orchard before it would be tarnished by the oppressive stench of blood and death.

      Ryl flinched, as did the rest of those assembled on the field that morning, as a deafening peal of thunder tore through the sky. The attacking guards slowed; their weapons lowered slightly toward the ground, and the focus of their confused stares moved upward toward the skyline and the jagged mountains that loomed over the Erlyn.

      He risked a rapid glance just as the shadow that obscured sun passed overhead. The sky had been cloudless only moments earlier, yet now it rolled with the turbulence of a storm front. The billowing mass of the black cloud seemed to sprout from the center of the woods, spilling outward as it covered the sky and land below in an unnatural darkness. Brilliant flashes sparked through the interior, momentarily lighting the churning depths of the storm cloud, giving warning of the fury that raged inside.

      The last of the tributes disappeared into the blackness of the entrance to the woods.

      The forest shuddered. This time, the ripple that raced across its face was visible to all. The effect was harrowing. The approach of the guards slowed to a crawl as they stared with open mouths at the unsettling phenomenon unravelling before their eyes.

      In the wake of the thunder, the steady, rhythmic drum of coordinated feet rumbled from the depths of the woods.

      The eyes of all now locked onto the forest as the sound steadily increased.

      “Captain,” Ryl spoke quickly. “Have your men slowly fall back toward the woods.”

      Ryl knew not what was happening. He would not refuse the succor, no matter how unlikely, or unexpected.

      Had the Erlyn heeded his call?

      The sound of marching was drowned out by a second roar of thunder from the sky above. A blinding bolt of white light struck the ground just south of the orchard. A shower of dirt and sparks exploded outward, sizzling as they reached the ground. The front line of the guards wavered, their practiced uniformity faltering.

      From the gloom of the Erlyn’s entrance, a single figure appeared. It materialized like a ghost from the darkness, its grey cloak pulled to the side in the wind that streamed from the entrance of the woods. The hood was pulled up shadowing the features of the face beneath. The tip of a long, grey, wiry beard extended out from the darkness that covered his face. His right arm was wrapped in an elaborate tattoo, though from the distance, its details were obscured.

      “The prophet,” Kaep whispered reverently.
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      Ryl squinted his eyes to get a better view of the phrenic from afar. This was a figure he recognized. Though he’d seen the man only briefly, the impression he’d left was permanent. His image was forever ingrained in his mind.

      The thrumming of footsteps from the forest grew to a deafening crescendo—then abruptly stopped.

      In turn, the advance of the thousands of soldiers from Cadsae Proper ground to a halt.. Confusion reigned upon the faces of many. They cast questioning glances from side to side, searching for answers from their superiors. The silence that settled over the area was ominous. The babble of the river at their sides stilled. For an instant, the rustling of the wind through the trees of the orchard paused as if holding its breath in anticipation of what was to come. Without warning, Ryl felt the distinct pull of the air back toward the Erlyn, like the surf withdrawing to the sea in preparation for the next wave.

      There were unveiled signs of movement throughout the woods.

      Without warning, the lone figure standing in the gloom of the woods cried out in a sound that was nothing like Ryl had ever experienced before.

      It was defiance.

      It was rage.

      It was terror.

      It echoed through the churning clouds of the sky like thunder.

      The figure threw his arms out to the side before slamming them forward as the voice issued from his mouth. The rolling of the storm overhead drove forward with the motion.

      “For the phrenic!”

      Ryl felt his heart skip a beat as the voice confirmed that which he already knew.

      “Da’agryn!” he spoke aloud.

      As if the motion of his hands had set them free, from out of the great opening of the forest, from between every tree and bramble, an army of warriors streamed. They were hooded, clothed in billowing grey cloaks with a single arm bared, revealing intricate tattoos.

      Most bore themselves on foot, though many rode atop heavily armored horses. Each rider was equipped with a tall spear. Every warrior that streamed from the line of the trees was armed with a blade.

      Each cried their personal tone of rage, defiance, revenge. The accumulation of suffering of over a thousand cycles of tributes who languished in The Stocks poured from their mouths. The sound coalesced into a song that spoke of one message.

      Death.

      The outpouring of bodies from the woods was ceaseless. The cloaked phrenics raced down the open road, moved through the trees with a speed that defied explanation. The glow of their blades and the fire that grew along their arms intensified until it shone with the burning fury of the sun. From overhead, the clouds erupted with blinding bolts of lightning. The dazzling, heavenly spears rained down on the ground between Ryl and the army from Cadsae Proper.

      The front lines of the guards had now fallen into complete disarray. The terrified horses neighed and wheeled in protest, unseating their riders as they fled toward the south and west. A few plunged into the icy river, churning their powerful legs through the still, yet deep waters, desperately seeking the freedom of the opposite banks.

      “Vox, now,” Ryl cried over the howls of the warriors.

      The phrenic elementalist added his own fire to the storm. Ball after ball of burning embers pulsed from his hand, raining down at the feet of the scattering forward lines. Ryl blinked his eyes, focusing his own attack on the already panic-stricken army. Pure, uncontested fear slammed into them with a physical force that sent many staggering. He felt searing waves of emotion from Kaep and Ramm crash into the army.

      From behind, the seemingly endless phrenic army screamed down the road. From under the trees of the orchard they raced. As the runners leading the charge passed through Ryl's lines, none made eye contact, none moved their singular focus from their objective: the army of guards. The orchard erupted as a wave of fighters pushed unimpeded through the branches.

      To his right, Vox released another pair of fireballs. Their arching, smoldering paths ended harmlessly in the dirt, far before the army. They crackled as they fizzled out on the ground long before they could harm the heels of the enemy who now in full retreat. Many screamed in terror as they threw their weapons down, clawing over each other to flee the coming doom.

      As they streamed past his position, Ryl could tell that there was something off about the warriors. From afar, they were fearsome, ominous harbingers of death and destruction. As he studied their charging figures from up close, the details became blurred. Their bodies were partially transparent, outlined in an eerie light green glow.

      He held out his arm toward the closest apparition. The lack of any sensation as his finger slid through the moving form was unnerving. The figure wavered slightly, like a ripple spreading out across water before reforming again. His mouth gaped at the realization.

      They were illusions.

      They were ghosts.

      Ramm caught Vox under his shoulders as the phrenic slumped down to his side. The seemingly endless army now spread out rapidly, slowing as they filled the space between the orchard and the retreating guards.

      “Fall back to the woods,” Ryl ordered as the lines of ethereal phrenics paused their advance.

      To their defense, the guards and Vigil alike had stood their ground in the face of the unnatural army that had washed over them. However, they now eagerly hastened toward the mouth of the woods.

      Ramm hoisted Vox onto his shoulders, carrying the unconscious elementalist with ease. Ryl and Kaep backpedaled, watching the army scatter across the fields to the south. Here and there a few pockets of resistance remained. Eagerly waiting for their chance to attack, desperately pleading with their fleeing comrades to rally to arms.

      Their efforts were valiant, yet utterly fruitless. It was like moving the sea, one bucket at a time. The panicked stampede of a retreat eroded their numbers one by one, dragging the rest along until none remained.

      The ghostly phrenic army that had been primed, ready for battle receded slowly backward into the trees of the orchard though their focus never strayed from the south. As the threat of attack diminished, so too did their number as they melted back into the trees as quickly as they'd come. The black clouds overhead continued their assault of scattered lighting, though the intensity and frequency diminished quickly.

      As Ryl moved toward the woods, the blackened clouds overhead seemed to withdraw with them, receding back to where they had blossomed above the Erlyn’s core. By the time the phrenics caught up with the guard and Vigil there were less than one hundred meters between them and the woods. The black clouds and storm overhead were gone. The last of the ethereal warriors had disappeared, melting back into the trees.

      The group of Le’Dral’s guards had paused waiting for their arrival. The looks of uncertainty were abundant, written across many of their faces.

      They had just stared down an enemy army. They'd watched a far greater force appear and disappear without warning or explanation. They'd witnessed the sky above oven up with a coordinated fury that was unheard of.

      The solitary hooded figure standing just inside the shadow of the woods gave them pause.

      Ryl stepped forward, walking confidently toward the man. To him, the figure looked far more fragile, far more delicate that it had only moments before.

      Before Ryl could close the distance, the phrenic at the woods’ edge nodded subtly before turning and staggering backwards into the darkness of the entrance

      The rustle of leaves heralded his disappearance. The woods shuddered as if breathing a sigh of relief.
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      The tributes and the caravan had reached Tabenville before Ryl and the guards had finished their journey through the Erlyn's gloomy interior. Le'Dral had left a group of six mounted warriors at the head of the path, though none feared the return of the army before the morrow at the earliest.

      From the edge of the forest, Ryl watched the visible remains of the panic-riddled army fleeing frantically into the distance. All semblance of order and civility had retreated with them as they went. The stampede of bodies climbed over and clawed at each other with no regard for any—save themselves. Remnants of the massive force scattered, moving away across the terrain in paths of least resistance, like marbles across a board. Some even took to crossing the icy waters of the river to flee.

      Ryl remained at the entrance, while Andr and the phrenic hovered close by until the last of the enemy army disappeared into the distance. The heads of the phrenics turned cautiously, observing the Erlyn that closed around them with a sense of wonder and awe. Andr's face was impassive, though his eyes frequently returned to where the figure had melted back into the tree line.

      Closing his eyes, Ryl sent a brief, yet powerful feeling of thanks to the woods. There was a disturbing pause as he waited for a response. His eyes beheld the trees longingly. Their mighty branches seemed to droop as if weighed down by an unseen force. Even the choking brambles along the edge appeared less dense than he was accustomed to seeing.

      When the sensation did come, it was barely more than the rustle of the leaves. The feeling of relief that lapped over him from the Erlyn’s depths was weak and tired. He took a step into the mouth of the woods, resting his hand gently on the rough bark of one of the trees that framed the opening. He connected with the forest, steeling himself as a deluge of information flooded his senses.

      Ryl felt a sense of relief and welcome ripple up his arm from where it made contact with the tree. There was an unquestionable sense of joy, yet lingering tendrils of fear overshadowed the bliss. Even though fleeting, they clouded the other emotions as a single puff of dark cloud blots out the sun on a clear day.

      The woods fell still; the footsteps of the leading groups had exited the road that passed through her domain. He could feel the light tapping of movement outside the entrance to Tabenville, likely the Vigil or guard who had been assigned watch duty. The sensations however were fleeting and surprisingly subdued. He noted the supreme effort in every simple motion of the trees. Even the swaying of the upper branches in the wind felt sluggish, sleepy.

      Ryl hesitantly removed his hand from the tree, squinting his eyes as the discomfort of the broken connection rolled through him. His thoughts were morose; his concern overshadowed the victory they'd just achieved. The sound of Andr's voice snapped him out from the darkened recesses of his mind.

      “Who was that phrenic who called the army?” He asked calmly. “Where did he go?”

      Ryl arced his gaze across the forest, ending its review as his eyes met those of the mercenary.

      “By his own admission he's gone by many names throughout the ages,” Ryl offered. “I know him as Da'agryn. The Erlyn led me to him a little over a cycle ago. Only the day before I met you. Others know him by a different name. Isn't that right?”

      Ryl turned as he directed his question to the phrenics standing a few steps away.

      They nodded their heads in nearly perfect unison.

      “Aye, that was a man easily recognized,” Vox answered for the group. His voice was quiet, almost reverent. “We've come to know him only as the prophet.”

      “How's that possible?” Andr interrupted.

      Ryl chuckled as he clapped his friend on the shoulder.

      “You can ask him soon enough, my friend,” he said with a smile.

      The conversation was subdued as they moved quickly after their group through the depths of the forest. Ryl felt an uncontrollable feeling of peace as he walked through the shade of the Erlyn. Being under her boughs was a comfort he could not deny. The familiarity of the woods was unmistakable. He knew every tree, recognized every blade of grass along the path, as if he'd spent a lifetime walking among them. The quiet babble of the river at his side was a constant, calming melody.

      It wasn't long before they exited the tranquility of the forest to a vastly contrasting scene. The normally sleepy village was abuzz with a flurry of activity, far beyond its norm. The accumulation of nearly five hundred individuals filled the settlement to well beyond its capacity. Tabenville was overflowing with life. Teeming with tributes and guards.

      The wealth of activity spilled outward from the normally sedated village, spreading out into the surrounding recently harvested fields. The hooves of horses and the feet of men and women trod carelessly across the idle farmland.

      The small stable that marked the outermost building of Tabenville now swelled, incapable of containing the nearly one hundred horses who accompanied their miniscule force. Both guard and tribute alike worked hastily, repurposing fences and spare boards to pen in the herd.

      Ryl could see the captain ahead in the square. His arms showed evidence of the commands as he spoke to both tribute and guard alike. Behind him the massive statue of Taben the Defender loomed, the swirling mists from the thundering falls at his side shrouding the area in an ethereal aura.

      The phrenics stopped as they entered. Ryl paused with them, smiling as their eyes drank in every detail of the area before them. They'd only heard of the Erlyn, the statue, the falls and the village in the stories and tomes passed down through the generations. None from their hidden city of Vim had ever set foot back into the civilizations of Damaris.

      Ryl surveyed the surroundings with his friends. The simple beauty of the area had been lost on him during his entrapment in The Stocks. He looked upon the village now with fresh eyes. He viewed the area with an awakened mind—the understanding of the alexen that had seen, felt and experienced the lives of thousands of phrenics before him.

      It was with effort that he removed himself from his revenant viewing, moving several steps forward to Andr, who'd waited patiently for them to continue.

      “Back to where it all started, eh?” The mercenary offered with a grin as Ryl approached.

      Ryl placed his hand on his friend's shoulder.

      “Aye, my friend,” he responded quietly. “If not for your assistance, it would have ended here too.”

      “You make too much of my assistance,” he said dismissively. “I have no doubt you would have found a way. Though I'm proud to have come along on the journey.”

      Their heads turned as the shrill sound of Mender Jeffers’ voice from the square cut through the rumble of the falls in the distance. Ryl noted the agitation in the normally impassive mender’s face as he directed the movement of the injured, as well as the medical supplies, into the dry confines of the officer’s quarters.

      Ryl felt the approach of the phrenics from their rear.

      “Come, there is much to do,” he said as he pivoted to greet them.

      “Welcome to Tabenville.”
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      It was hours before the fervent commotion within Tabenville had subsided to some semblance of its normal calm. Ryl had met with the captain, the remaining guards and tributes in the swirling mists of the square. Though they were for the moment safe within the confines of Tabenville there was still much that needed to be accomplished.

      Ensuring the safety of everyone within Tabenville—tribute, guard and phrenic alike—was their overriding priority. To that extent, Le'Dral and his officers, Millis and Moyan determined the patrol schedule for the bulk of the guards and cavalry. They would maintain a steady watch over both the entrance and exit to the woods. A contingent of mounted soldiers would remain at the entrance to the Erlyn, where the forest gave way to the orchard and plains beyond. Here their eyes were trained on the gently rolling terrain of The Stocks, watching for signs of the returning army. Though no hint of their approach had been noted as of yet, none believed that their reprieve would last long.

      A second watch remained at the mouth of the Erlyn where the forested path exited into the settlement of Tabenville. This small party consisted of Vigil, guard, and cavalry alike. The patrols of their horses remained in regular contact with their counterparts standing sentry at the other side of the dark woods.

      The wounded were the next priority that the beleaguered party sought to remedy. Between the battles, ambush and the tributes from the facility, Jeffers had his hands full. Sarial remained his steadfast assistant, delegating the work among any who'd volunteered to assist with the varied degrees of required treatments. The mender remained in command of the most severe of the cases, leaving Sarial overall autonomy to remedy the rest.

      Ryl had yet to discuss at length the plan for brewing the remedy they carried with them— the dried, potent smelling leaves of the blighted rose. They had no concept of how great of an effect the potion would have, however it was mutually agreed upon that it would diminish the duration of the coming sickness. Even if it were to shorten the length by half, they were still looking at nearly half a moon before they'd likely be hale enough to travel.

      Would they be granted that lengthy a reprieve?

      Would they need to fight to earn every extra day?

      The tributes accounted for the majority of their force, however, they were all untrained and malnourished. The able-bodied fighting force would be pitifully small.

      Ryl met with the phrenics and Andr alongside the edge of the clogged central square. His eyes wandered to the edge of the pier that stretched out over the turbulent pool at the waterfall’s base. Chills rushed through his body, spreading gooseflesh across his skin. So much had happened here, it was hard to believe that it was only a little over one cycle ago that he had pitched into the icy waters; bringing an end to the torturous reign of sub-master Osir.

      Ramm and Vox agreed to remain in the village, assisting with finding shelter for those who were now desperately in need. It was certain that Ramm's strength would be of great use. Vox was adamant that he'd recovered sufficiently from the overtaxing use of his skills, yet the unsteady wobble of his legs told another story altogether.

      The sum of the precious packages of dried leaves were left with in their care as Ryl, Kaep and Andr prepared for their task at hand. It was with a twinge of apprehension that he departed Tabenville again, bound for the Erlyn. He'd only just been reunited with the tributes, with his friends; now he was leaving once more, albeit he was only entering the woods at the town’s border.

      They walked in silence as they approached the towering wall of trees forming the end to the clearing that held the village. The feeling of calm from the woods washed over him as he crossed into the shadows of the Erlyn's entrance, pacifying the lingering distress that tugged at his senses.

      The interior of the Erlyn was quiet. The soft babbling of the lazy river that snaked through its domain failed to penetrate far past its banks. They traveled just beyond the first bend in the river, leaving behind the last rays of the sun's light that entered through the opening. Ryl stopped, turning to face the edge of the woods to his right.

      The view into the midst of the forest remained gloomy; his vision penetrated only several meters. The brambles and bushes lining the edge however, looked considerably less dense than he recalled, the thorny gaps in the undergrowth now almost navigable. How much energy had the Erlyn expended for their sakes?

      Ryl stopped and looked to his companions.

      "Kaep, care to show us the way?" He asked.

      The phrenic archer glanced at him with a look of profound confusion.

      "I know nothing of the paths beneath these limbs," she acknowledged. Her eyes wandered the forest before her with childlike awe.

      "You need not know the paths," Ryl explained. "The Erlyn will show the way. Once you've seen a location once, returning there will be done with ease. All you need to do now is to ask for the person."

      Her eyes settled back on Ryl.

      "Close your eyes,” he continued. "Focus on the image of the prophet. Visualize every detail; be as precise as you can. Send the image out, like you’re conveying the emotion to others. She will hear you.”

      A spark of understanding flashed across her face before she turned her gaze back toward the forest. Ryl and Andr watched on silently as she closed her eyes and concentrated. Her brows furrowed as her facial muscles twitched ever so slightly and her lips pursed as she retained her pointed focus. The rate of her breathing increased, coming in shallow spurts.

      After several long moments, she opened her eyes. Kaep collapsed forward, bending at the waist, placing her hands on her knees. She was panting for air, her chest rising and falling dramatically with every inhale and exhale.

      Her eyes rose to the edge of the forest in front of her. The woods appeared as they had moments earlier. Her disappointment was evident.

      “It didn't …” her voice stopped mid-sentence as a distant rustle of leaves caught her ear. The patch of woods before her shifted.

      Trees rippled like water. Limbs and bramble distorted before twisting into a narrow opening that led into the forest beyond. Ahead, a long, clear tunnel, lit by dim patches of glowing mosses stretched into the distance.

      "Well done, Kaep," Ryl admonished the awestruck, winded phrenic. "Like all the skills, it gets easier with practice."

      She met his eyes, nodding in acknowledgement. Ryl took a step forward, entering the pathway into the forest.

      A wave of nostalgia rolled through his body as he recalled his first trip along this very path. The ground remained clear of leaves and detritus, having the look of being freshly swept. The branches overhead formed a solid living ceiling several meters above their head. The trunks of the trees lined the edges of the path; brambles and shrubs filled in the gaps between.

      The woods smelled damp, a heavy mixture of earth and decaying plants, though the aroma was laced with a hint of smoke. A flickering pinpoint of light flashed in the distance. Ryl knew the location of that fire. His heart leaped at the thought of who'd be waiting alongside the blaze.

      "Come, Da'agryn awaits," he offered as he quickened his pace along the straight forest path.

      "Can any other than the phrenics command the paths through the Erlyn?" It was Andr who broke the silent revelry of their passage through the arboreal tunnel.

      "I've never heard tales of the woods answering to the calls of any other than a phrenic. Yet, I admit the breadth of my knowledge on the subject is lacking," Ryl responded quietly. "That is a decision for the Erlyn herself."

      Andr grunted in acknowledgement as they proceeded forward. It wasn't long before their forested path ended as the tunnel to the cave’s interior began. Ryl entered without hesitating, moving into the glistening hall.

      The fire that burned in the open chamber ahead was weak compared to his recollection of his first visit. The feeble light danced off the reflective walls, casting its reflections throughout the earthen room. Even with the unnatural glow, deep shadows lingered in many places. He studied the room ahead as it opened before them. With every step forward, a more complete picture of the interior materialized. As his field of vision increased, so too did his apprehension. Da'agryn was nowhere to be seen with his eyes, or with his mindsight. It wasn't until they'd almost fully entered the cavern that his presence was noted.

      The cave and its furnishings looked much as it had the last time Ryl left. Aside from the pallets he'd slept on while he slumbered there for the night, the rest looked unused for ages. The table remained as before; in a state of permanent neglect for centuries. Hunched along the right wall, seated on the bench that jutted out, a lone, hooded figure sat.

      The elder phrenic was slouched forward with his arms folded across his chest, and his head bobbed as if he was sleeping. Though his form appeared hale, there was something about it that seemed off. His body shimmered in places, much like a glint of light reflecting off of a shiny object  below the water’s surface.

      "Da'agryn?" Ryl breathed as they stopped inside the entrance to the cave.

      "The prophet!" Kaep whispered.

      Ryl raised his hands, removing the hood from his head. He heard the rustle of the cloth from behind, knowing that Kaep had done the same.

      "Welcome back, Ryl. Welcome friends," the man replied. His voice was weak, airy and coarse. "Your coming brings much joy to my tired being."

      His eyes wandered down to Ryl's right arm before moving to and pausing on his left.

      "Ever the surprise, I see," he grinned.

      "Aye. Thank you for your assistance at the orchards, Da'agryn," Ryl replied politely. "Countless lives owe you thanks.”

      Da’agryn waved off the recognition with a sluggish flick of his wrist.

      “I've learned much,” Ryl continued. “There is far more I've yet to fully understand.”

      Ryl held out his left arm, rubbing it subconsciously with his right hand.

      The elder phrenic looked up. The crooked smile that blossomed over his wispy beard was slight, yet heartfelt.

      "As long as there is life that still flows through my being, through the very woods themselves, assistance will always be given," he replied. "I fear that your succor came at a great expense of energy. Though her reserves are not close to dry, she is weary, as you no doubt can sense. I am weary."

      His gaze moved up and down Ryl's arm as his hands stroked his long grey beard. The grin on his face widened.

      "As for your arm. I am as surprised as you. I’ve never seen the like," he admitted. "The alexen have had long to ponder. The ghosts of the past have had ages to conceive their wonders. Rest assured you'll understand it fully when the time is right."

      "It is the answer I expected," Ryl acknowledged, nodding his head and forcing a smile before quickly changing the subject.

      "The assistance you gave was paramount," he offered. "Though it was a ruse that will not likely succeed again, it bought us the time that we needed."

      The smile on Da'agryn's face brightened for a moment before his expression turned serious.

      "Time," he whispered. "Time is not a luxury you have. They'll come again in numbers you cannot withstand."

      "We are prepared to fight," Andr interrupted with an uncommon force to his voice.

      The eyes of Da'agryn pivoted to the mercenary. They were calm and probing, studying him with supreme curiosity, not scorn.

      "I've seen the phrenics, felt their coming. Theirs are signatures I know well," Da'agryn noted. "You are a mystery to me. Though the woods whisper of your deeds."

      Andr regarded the elder phrenic with a look of confusion.

      "Tell me friend, why have you aided the phrenics? Why have you thrown your lot in with those the majority of your kind curse for their tainted blood?"

      Ryl watched as the muscles on Andr's face clenched ever so slightly as the mercenary struggled to restrain his anger. He knew his friend bristled with rage at the insinuation.

      "My motives are just," Andr hissed at Da'agryn. "I fight for Ryl. I fight for the phrenics of Vim and the Vigil. I fight for the tributes."

      The mercenary paused as he glared into the eyes of the elder phrenic.

      "I fight for my son," he said.

      A mischievous smile spread across Da'agryn's face.

      "Ah, the son. Therein lays the connection," the elder phrenic spoke. "Your motives were never under question, my friend. The woods would have never trusted you with Ryl's care had they been so."

      Da'agryn stood slowly, his posture more hunched than Ryl had remembered. As he rose to his feet, it became apparent that the light that seemed to flicker across his body was in actuality the light dancing off the walls behind him. There was a slight transparency to his figure, as if his image had yet to completely form. He moved sluggishly, rounding the small fire.

      "How is it that you're here?" Kaep interrupted the moment of silence. "What happened at the Prophet's Tree?"

      "The tree is lost to us," Da'agryn stopped as he reached the opposite side of the fire. It was a pained look that spread across his wizened face. "Outside the Palisades walls, there are a precious few areas left where the woods still cling to any of their elder power."

      He waved his hands at the stone benches, ushering Ryl and his companions to sit.

      "The loss of the tree will be mourned," he continued. "I could feel their coming. I could sense the blackness creeping through the woods. So few are the remaining pockets of energy, the journey from here in the heart of the woods to the tree is tiresome. It takes many moons before I can communicate with any true clarity. I am sorry, there was little I could do to warn you earlier."

      His admission was sincere. Ryl could feel the raw emotion pouring from him with the statement. Not forced outward as an extension of his innate abilities but coursing from his very soul.

      "In the times past, before the building of the Palisades, traveling the length of the woods would have been accomplished with ease, providing that the Erlyn permitted your travel," Da'agryn lamented as his gaze absently travelled the room.

      "The journey now is as perilous as it is exhausting," he admitted. "The remaining pockets of energy, of life, that remain through the fractured woods outside are barely enough to sustain my form along the trip. The tree was of the last vestiges of power where my form could once again take shape. I had no option but to return here, to the Erlyn's heart. My recovery has been lengthy. Only recently have I regained true control over a portion of my abilities. I will need to rest before I can truly aid you again."

      He paced slowly behind the flickering light of the blaze.

      "You have been our constant, you've guided Vim through the ages," Kaep interjected. The hurt and doubt in her voice rang through her steeled words.

      "And my message has been received," Da'agryn smiled. "The time for prophecy has passed. The catalyst is present. The future is for you to decide."

      Ryl felt the uncomfortable weight, the weight of unplanned destiny, fall on his shoulders. He struggled to maintain his posture, slumping under the crushing pressure.

      Without waiting for a response, Da'agryn continued.

      "The evil that descended on that tree was alike nothing I'd ever experienced. The Horde were not alone. There was something else there with them, something I cannot explain.”

      "The cloaked figure," Ryl gasped as he rubbed his hands against his temples.

      With all that had happened over the last moon, with all that he'd learned about himself,  with his understanding of the relationship between the alexen and its counter—the connection was now crystal clear.

      All eyes in the room turned to Ryl.

      "I should have recognized the connection earlier. The correlation is obvious," Ryl announced. "That figure, with the last of the Horde to leave the tree. That was a Lei Guard."

      There was an audible gasp from Andr at his side.

      "How is that possible?" The mercenary asked. "The Lei Guard's we've seen were human. Why did the Horde not tear them to pieces?"

      "If the Horde can sense each other, much like the phrenics can using their mindsight, perhaps the infusion of nexela into their blood makes them think the humans are one of them," Ryl pondered aloud. "It disguises their true identity."

      On the opposite side of the fire, the storm in Da'agryn's eyes began to churn.

      Ryl inhaled deeply, steadying himself before delivering the information.

      "The black guard that bear Leiroth’s name are more than just men augmented with the powers of the Horde," Ryl added. "They inject the vile nexela into the husks of the tributes after every last drop of alexen has been milked from their veins."

      Da'agryn’s stare hammered into Ryl. The fire between them slowed, its flames seemingly freezing in air.

      "Leiroth," Da'agryn breathed. His raspy voice was a whisper, yet echoed throughout the hollow chamber. "One sin was not enough."

      The elder phrenic reached his feet with a fluid grace that belied his weakened state. His cloak and features solidified as he stood tall. The withered frame that had moments before ambled across the cavern floor rose to its full height. He seemed to swell in proportion to those gathered in the room. Da'agryn now towered over those gathered.

      Starting with his feet, his cloak began flickering at the hands of an unseen wind. Da'agryn's chest rose as he inhaled a deep breath; the walls of the chamber flexed inward as he pulled the air into his lungs. They pushed outward as he let the air slowly escape through his lips.

      Ryl could see the raw fury churning within the depths of his eyes. All trace of a smile had faded. In its place was a concrete look of chilling anger.

      As if on cue, a feeling blossomed over the cavern, pushed from the woods without. A serene calm washed over all within the cave. Ryl breathed a sigh of relief he'd not realized he'd been holding.

      The sensation sapped the fight from Da'agryn; his body withered before their eyes. His frame became opaquer and more hunched as he reverted to a state of calm. The smoldering blaze resumed its low, steady burn. The quiet crackling of the flames of the fire filled the room.

      Accompanying the pacifying feeling came a second emotion that pulled on his senses. Ryl turned his head; he could see the confusion in the eyes of his companions. Andr seemed at a loss, and he shuffled a step backward toward the door. A look of shock was written across his face, as if his movements were involuntary and beyond his control.

      It was Da'agryn who spoke first.

      "If what you say is true and the corrupted shells of the phrenics walk among the Horde; if the demons answer to the Lei Guard, then you have far more to fear than the race of man," the elder phrenic breathed.

      His head dipped for a moment, his eyes seemingly scanning the floor at his feet.

      "This changes the course of events. It likely explains the timing of your coming," Da'agryn continued. "The significance of the markings on your left arm as well are likely tied to this fate."

      The call from the forest was repeated, the urge more powerful than the first. Da'agryn nodded his head subtly, mumbling inaudibly to himself. When his head rose up, he looked squarely at Kaep and Andr. A wry smile tugged up on the corners of his weary lips.

      "The Erlyn beckons," the elder phrenic whispered. His voice was soft and airy. It was felt more internally than heard with the ears.

      "We must make haste. She has assistance to provide and time runs short."
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      The trio followed Da'agryn out of the chamber and through the tunnel hewn through the shimmering rock. The flickering light of the dying fire faded as they exited to a dimly lit path, different from the one they'd entered through earlier that day.

      The poorly lit avenue was dotted by small patches of light given off by glowing blue mosses that clung to the trees along its sides. The floor was clear of debris, though thin clouds of mist drifted along the edges. Ahead, a clearing appeared, washed with the light from the late afternoon sun.

      Kaep and Andr's eyes went wide at the sight of the altered pathway before them. Their looks of wonder, however, were tinged with an air of resignation. They'd grown strangely accustomed to the miracles that had presented themselves thus far.

      The form of Da'agryn in the lead seemed to meld with the ground at his feet. It was as if his motion was a wave that passed along the forest floor. With every fluid step his figure became increasingly more wraithlike. His image took on the translucent quality of Caprien and the phrenics that had appeared during Ryl’s awakening.

      The alexen.

      The pathway ended abruptly in a clearing. It took Ryl but a moment to recognize where the avenue had brought them. It was a location that was forever etched into his mind.

      It was the heart of the Erlyn.

      The small glade was carpeted in a blanket of lush green grass, ringed by a wall of trees and bramble. The area pulsed with life. He felt the palpable thrum of the heartbeat of the forest. Unlike his first visit, he was keenly aware of the blemishes that marred the tips of the slender blades of grass. The gaps in the underwood felt far more open than he'd remembered, giving the distinct impression that he was staring into the very soul of the forest.

      Adjacent from the exit of the path, a massive tree stood, its expansive trunk wrapped in thick vines. Ryl and his companions paused while Da'agryn continued to the edge of the tree.

      Ryl had only seen this area of the woods on a single occasion. A momentous event in which the Erlyn gifted him the woodskin as well as the connection and the power to control the woods themselves. He felt the beating of the pulse of the forest thump under his feet. The sensation was amplified far beyond that which he'd recalled. Still, he could sense the weariness of the ancient woods.

      Da'agryn turned back toward Ryl and the party, breaking the momentary silence as all took in the sight at hand.

      "There is little time left for words," Da'agryn's voice carried around the small clearing on a light rush of air that circled the expanse. "There is little assistance that we can provide over the coming days. The weight of defense will rest not only on the backs of the phrenics. Those with and without the gift of alexen will have their roles to play."

      His ethereal arm extended outward, the tattoos on his skin a blur of motion. His hand pointed directly toward Andr.

      "Come forward," he beckoned in a voice that was compassionate yet broached no retort. "You are to be given a boon the likes of which has never before been granted. Not in all of history has the Erlyn chosen to connect with one not of phrenic descent."

      Andr stepped forward, though there was a look of confusion written across his face.

      "I am honored by the gift," the mercenary replied with a small nod of supplication. "What is the boon I am to receive?"

      "That is for the woods to decide," Da'agryn answered.

      The elder phrenic motioned for Andr to follow as he led him to the side of the massive tree. Ryl couldn't help but flinch as he watched Da'agryn lead his friend toward the small gap between the winding vines. Though it appeared to be nothing more than a darkened shadow from where he stood, a glimmer of light flickered from its interior as the beams of sunlight from above reflected off the viscous liquid inside. The tip of the lone thorn on the edge of the vine that lined the base of the opening stood as a painful reminder of what was to befall his friend.

      Andr hesitated as he reached his hand toward the opening in the tree. His fist hovered over the spike as he craned his neck, turning his head, meeting eyes with Ryl. Ryl smiled at his friend, sending a wave of calm to still Andr's fraying nerves.

      With a quick flash of a grin, nothing more than a rapid tugging up on the corner of his lips, Andr turned his head back to the tree with a shrug of his shoulders. His hand slammed down on the spike with enough force to draw blood before he thrust his finger into the liquid of the tree’s interior.

      Ryl guessed that his reaction was likely to have been similar. He watched as Andr stepped back, shaking his hand as the gelatinous liquid forced its way into the pinprick in his finger. The wound splayed outward; his hands swelled with the addition of the substance. Ryl could see the bone of his index finger as the liquid forced its way inside.

      As it moved up his arm, Andr turned his head back toward Ryl. The mercenary’s face—which normally exuded an air of confidence—was morphed into a look of utter panic. He opened his mouth to scream. No sound escaped his lips. All Ryl could do to help his friend was push a wave of calm and comfort over his addled body.

      The process from that point was rapid. What had seemed like an eternity when he had gone through the process himself was over in a few short moments. Ryl understood all too well the brutal, intense pain that his friend had just been subjected to. He watched with wonder as the mercenary's skin took on a crusty, bark-like appearance before fading back into his normal tanned flesh.

      As the last of his skin returned to normal, the agony that held his body in place released its hold. The mercenary toppled to the ground with a soundless thump.

      Ryl was at his side in an instant; their eyes met as Andr blinked away the tears.

      "What’s happened to me?" Andr's voice was raspy as if he hadn't uttered a sound in cycles.

      "The woodskin," Ryl responded as his eyes traveled toward Da'agryn standing a few steps away. The elder phrenic simply nodded his head in affirmation.

      "There is more to it than that, it seems," Da'agryn continued. His mouth no longer moved, though the words rang clear in their ears. "He will need to understand the way, though the woods have granted him access to the pathways throughout her domain."

      Da'agryn knelt beside Andr and Ryl, lowering a single knee to the soft bed of grass that covered the clearing. His form seemed to merge with the grasses, and a stronger tint of vibrant green crept its way up his leg.

      "Never before have the woods answered to the call of man," he whispered. "Man must come to realize that which they don't understand is not evil. Not infallibly wrong."

      Andr still wobbled slightly as he intently studied Da'agryn. His head nodded slightly in response.

      Without another word, the elder phrenic stood slowly, moving to the right side of the great tree. He placed his hand on the bark of the massive trunk, closing his eyes. After a moment, he too nodded his head, though his body faded slightly with the motion. Through his wispy figure, the broad leaves of the trees and the sharp points of the bramble behind him were now nearly in focus.

      This time his gaze fell on Kaep.

      "The Erlyn will not leave you without a share of its bounty, my young phrenic," he announced.

      As the words rang through the area, the arboreal wall that formed the border of clearing along the opposite side of the great tree began to swirl with motion. With a quiet rustling of leaves, the branches and brambles bent and twisted as they morphed into a sheet of vertical hanging vines. The thin tendrils sprouted slender, overlapping, oval shaped leaves. The foliage filled the gaps in the narrow opening forming a curtain. The appearance of the living doorway was eerily reminiscent of the leaves of the great willow. The Prophet’s Tree.

      Da'agryn’s right hand remained firmly against the trunk of the tree while he motioned Kaep forward with his left. As he did, his body shifted slightly, seemingly moving into the gigantic tree that formed the heart of the Erlyn.

      "This is a gift, for you and you alone," he whispered to Kaep. "Time is short. Fear not, though our assistance may be limited, the Erlyn will not abandon you. I will not abandon you."

      As his final word spun through the clearing on the final tendril of breeze, his body disappeared into the tree.

      Andr was the first to move. The first to break his eyes from the scene. With little help, he took his place standing between Ryl and Kaep. His right arm was draped casually over Ryl's shoulder for support.

      The three met eyes momentarily. Kaep blinked, holding hers shut for a moment longer than normal.

      Only a moment.

      With a deep breath, she turned her head to the wall of leaves. Without hesitation she strode forward through the emerald curtain.

      The branches swung gently from side to side as she passed, before sealing the gap behind her.
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      Ryl and Andr had little time to wait before Kaep reemerged from behind the veil of leaves. She moved casually to meet them as they relaxed on the grass in the center of the clearing. Her head was held high, the undulating folds of her cape billowing gently behind her as she approached.

      A small smile rose unbidden on Ryl’s face as she made eye contact. The look that flashed between them was confusing. Her eyes looked conflicted. They looked morose.

      She looked scared.

      The expression that appeared had passed before Ryl's smile could fade. She smiled back, though the effort looked pained.

      "Welcome back," Andr interjected, his voice still coarse.

      She offered her hand, assisting the recovering mercenary to his feet. He wobbled slightly as he stood.

      "We'd best get back to the others," Ryl added softly as he rose from where he sat on the grass. Andr grunted and Kaep nodded her head subtly in reply. In unison, they all turned their gaze back to the great tree.

      A breeze rippled through the clearing. The light wind pushed the hair across Ryl's face, jostling his cloak as it passed. On its wings came an emotion.

      Hope.

      As the last tendril departed, a single vision erupted in Ryl's mind.

      The clearing in the forest was massive, as were the trees that were arranged in a ring around the interior. Pillars of light streamed down through the canopy nearly a hundred meters overhead. The floor was clean and looked well-worn from frequent use. Small patches of grass grew in places and a single, large fire pit lay dormant in the center.

      The root systems of the giant trees rose high above the ground. At the base of each a large darkened opening split the roots, offering access to the interior.

      Ryl needed no additional visual cues to understand the message contained within the unexpected image of the location.

      Familiarity rushed through his veins. He knew the area well. His body felt as though he’d walked those grounds countless times. He'd experienced the comfort of the spongy earth in the hollowed-out enclosures under each tree as he'd spent many a night slumbering under their roots.

      Along with the image, along with the recollection came a deluge of feelings. Ryl felt joy. He felt pain. He felt loss beyond comprehension.

      This was a site that had seen so much hope. Yet had suffered undeniable loss.

      It was from this stronghold that Taben with his phrenic army had struck out at the forces of the Horde that sought to besiege the world.

      It was from here they'd saved Damaris.

      It would be here that they'd save the tributes.

      The gasps from the others gathered at his side confirmed that the vision had sprung to life in their eyes as well.

      "What was that place?" Andr gasped.

      "That was the camp for the phrenics who stood with Taben to defend Damaris so many cycles ago," Ryl answered bluntly, though there was a reverence to his voice.

      "Tabenville is a destination well known to those who seek the tributes," Ryl grinned as he continued, “Let the army from Damaris come. They will find it hard to collect those they cannot locate.” Ryl looked back at the tree behind him, his gaze taking in the expanse of the clearing. The raw emotion poured from his body effortlessly, though he pushed the feeling outward to the Erlyn beyond. His sincere thanks rushed through the quiet woods.

      The leaves rustled in response.

      "Come. Let's return to the others," Ryl ordered. "We'll rest in Tabenville tonight. We move into the Erlyn on the morrow."
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      The light of the day had waned by the time Ryl, Andr and Kaep reached Tabenville. Though the hour was getting late, the normally sleepy settlement was bursting at the seams with the added numbers. Likely, never in the history of the work camp, had so many been assembled together.

      Tributes—in a development that would have been considered beyond the bounds of possibility merely a week ago—shared the  space with guards. The extrinsically opposite pair now coexisted in relative harmony. In only a matter of a few short days the bonds of trust had more than just been formed. The seeds of trust between them had not only been planted but watered in the blood of battle.

      Though still only a small percentage of those trained in the ways of war throughout the Kingdom, the guards with them had thrown a millennium of fallacy to the wind, acting on the side of morality. The tributes, for their part, understood the sacrifices the guards who stayed with them under the command of Captain Le'Dral and Lieutenant Moyan had made.

      They too were now outcasts.

      Traitors to the crown.

      Traitors to Damaris.

      They had been sentenced to death at the hands of those who they'd served with only days before.

      The return trek through the woods was a quiet affair. All had seemingly been lost in thought. Andr's strength had returned rapidly, and his need for support, whether through recovery or stubborn pride, had ended soon after they left the heart of the Erlyn.

      They were greeted warmly by the contingent of guard standing watch over the entrance to Tabenville. Dav stopped the party for a brief word, noting that nothing of import had occurred during their absence. His shift on guard was to end shortly, and Soldi would be taking his place with the fresh eyes of a new squad of guards.

      The fields lining either side of the hard-packed dirt path were eerily quiet and barren. Ryl had grown accustomed to nearly constant activity among the crops. It was still hard to believe that a little over a cycle earlier, he had been tending the fields with his own hands.

      The paddock alongside the stable had been hastily modified, with construction still underway to contain the influx of cavalry that now resided within its confines. Several guards still tended to the horses. Others, off duty, caught what slumber they could on the floor of the interior.

      Tents had sprung to life in the central square of Tabenville, providing a temporary respite from the pervasive mists. The storehouse and barracks were occupied by the guards resting before their shift was to begin as well as a score of tributes. The officer’s quarters, housing the majority of the injured and those tributes who had been rescued from the horrors of the facility, was thankfully quiet. Ryl knew that inside Mender Jeffers still labored tirelessly over his charges. His smile grew at the thought of Sarial standing beside him, caring for those in need of assistance.

      They were an unlikely pairing. Yet, one which brought him a considerable measure of joy.

      A group of guards stood alongside the entrance to the newly established infirmary inside the officer’s quarters. Ryl immediately recognized Le’Dral, Millis and the hulking frame of Moyan lingering before the gate.

      Without warning, his mind flashed back to his earlier trips to Tabenville. The hatred emanating from the pack of guards standing around the late sub-master Osir was toxic. It choked the air with a maleficence that paled even the all-encompassing mist from the nearby falls. He turned his head to the side, catching a quick glance of Andr.

      His tale could have ended there. His short and tortured life could have ended that night. The guard whom he’d never met prior to that afternoon had fished him from the dredges of the pool, whisking him to safety.

      So much had changed since then.

      They had been slaves to the Kingdom. Damaris’ cursed, yet coveted, resource.

      Now they were free.

      Far from being free from danger, yet free they were.

      Le’Dral hailed them as they approached. His voice was kind, and there was a sense of relief that was visible in the way he carried his body. He too had experienced reunion over the last few days. Close allies, once thought lost to the travesty of the Kingdom had revealed themselves. Millis and Moyan had not only survived, they’d returned at his time of greatest need.

      Kaep caught Ryl as they approached the captain.

      “I’ll see to Vox,” she stated quietly. “Then I’ll relieve Ramm’s watch over Elias.” From countless hours of training, he’d grown to understand the subtleties of her moods. The inflection of her words was cold in comparison to her norm. Though likely unnoticeable to most, since her interaction with the Erlyn, she carried herself with a gait that was anything but normal.

      Kaep hastened on without another word or waiting for a response.

      Ryl followed her with his eyes as her lithe figure retreated up the stairs to the officer’s quarters. He was confused by her newly reticent attitude.

      What had the Erlyn provided her behind the veil of leaves?

      Her single word answer had broached no further inquiries.

      “Understanding,” was all she had said.

      Le’Dral cleared his throat, breaking Ryl’s unintentional stare as the door to the officer’s quarters closed silently behind Kaep. A sly grin pulled up on the corners of his lips, though it disappeared as quickly as it had come.

      “Will we see more assistance from the woods?" The captain posed the question that was likely on all their minds.

      Ryl forced a small smile as he responded.

      "I'm afraid we've likely saw the bulk of what the woods can provide," Ryl’s voice was somber, but resolute as he responded. Unsurprisingly, he saw the shoulders of the three officers standing before him slump slightly at his admission.

      They were likely some of the most experienced and disciplined military minds in the entirety of Damaris. They all understood the severity of their position. While the narrow entrance to Tabenville provided the best defensive position within The Stocks, the disparity in their numbers bordered on hopeless. They stood less than one hundred trained soldiers against the entire force of the Kingdom. Their defense would be futile if the siege stretched out for long.

      The tributes would need to begin their regimen of remedy soon. Even with the increased rate of recovery, it would be likely two weeks before they were hale enough to move with any great speed.

      "Though feats like this morning may be out of her reach, her assistance will still remain," Ryl announced to their obvious confusion.

      "The Erlyn has granted us access to areas that have not been viewed by living eyes in a millennium," he continued. As he spoke, he pushed out a subtle wave of encouragement, flavoring his words with added hope. "It was within the confines of this forest stronghold that Taben the Defender launched his attacks on the demon Horde that threatened the end of Damaris."

      There was a collective gasp from Le'Dral and his officers.

      "The day's drawn late and all are exhausted," Ryl added. "At first light, we move into the Erlyn."

      The discussions were short but succinct, the planning brief yet furtive. Ryl soon found himself wandering the familiar square of Tabenville, cataloguing the sleepy village he'd come to know well. He paused briefly to connect momentarily with tributes, the family he'd missed so dearly. He did his best to assure them of the path that was to come. To instill hope into minds that had been starved of the slightest glimmer for cycles.

      It wasn't long before the call of sleep became too much to bear.
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      Ryl woke with a start. Even with the incessant mist from the falls, he'd chosen to sleep outside; a small scrap of fabric draped overhead provided little relief from the swirling moisture. Their combined numbers were close to five hundred souls, far too large a group to fit comfortably within the cramped confines of the sleepy settlement.

      A roaring fire had been built in the center of the square, and the dampness of the air and the roar of the falls was a strange comfort to his stressed mind. They'd survived the journey from Vim. They'd rescued the comatose shells of the tributes from the facility, ending the reign of at least one of the dreaded production facilities. They had overthrown the Harvest and liberated The Stocks. Although their status was still tenuous, the tributes were now free. An alliance of sorts had been formed in their shared blood with those who had recently served as their guards.

      The harrowing fifty-mile trip to Tabenville was complete. They had accomplished much in such a short period of time, yet there was still a daunting amount that remained incomplete. The glimmering of a lingering discomfort crept into the back of his mind.

      Something felt off. There was an unnatural, unnerving feeling in the air. The call from within his blood to relocate to the wooded confines of the Erlyn was intense. He felt it from inside his body.

      He was worried. The woods that had ever been the pillar of strength had been so weak when they'd last left the shadows of her boughs. He noted a faint disconcerting pull toward her, one that tugged at the periphery of his senses.

      Ryl rose quickly, surveying the area with his eyes. He saw the sleeping figures of those gathered around the waning flames of the fire. The orange-yellow glow cast an ominous ring of light on the damp and misty area. The sky overhead was lit with the first evidence of the brightening moments of pre-dawn. He moved quietly through the square, heading south on the road toward the edge of the Erlyn. To his side, the officer’s quarters, barracks and storeroom were quiet, though a group of guards conversed in hushed voices on the steps outside.

      In the distance, he heard the nickering of horses rise from within their hastily constructed corral. A few of the beasts moved about, agitated at their crowded confines. A pair of guards moved purposefully to settle the animals.

      Against the dark line of the forest a pair of torches burned, illuminating the silhouettes of the contingent of sentries standing watch over the road.

      The call from the Erlyn grew steadily as he approached. Her voice that had been a whisper in the distance of the square rose steadily. She was crying out, though her voice was weak.

      There was panic. There was urgency.

      There was alarm.

      Without warning, the torches bordering the woods extinguished as if snuffed out by unseen hands. There was a muted, yet unmistakable cry, ending in a wet gurgle.

      Ryl stopped abruptly; his mindsight flashed to view unbeckoned. The picture it painted was vivid.

      It was terrifying.

      A mass of darkness poured out from the mouth of the Erlyn. The tingling in his left arm began rising to a rampant pitch. His momentary view was enough to register the peril of their situation. A mass of Lei Guard approached silently from the woods. How had they reached them so quickly?

      The first waves of their hatred assaulted him, nearly choking the warning that streamed from his mouth. Sounds of commotion rose from the village behind as his alarm disrupted the slumber of the settlement. The din of the agitated horses in the corral increased as more of the mounts struggled under the onslaught of fear.

      Ahead he could now see the shapes, black masses against the trees of the forest. The limp form of a body dropped from the hands of a shadowed attacker.

      From the mouth of the woods, they oozed across the land like a blackened stain. At least fifty cloaked warriors stalked purposefully from the trees. Ryl felt the tingling blossom to a constant throb as they moved toward him.

      There were too many of them.

      This would be a slaughter.

      The familiar heat surged through his veins along with an overwhelming urge to fight. The sensation tore at him, luring his body toward the woods. His head cried out against the desire, though his heart refused to accept the fate that would befall those who stood against the black warriors of the Lei Guard. The attackers were once tributes after all.

      Ryl closed his eyes for a moment as a wave of fear slammed into him. Hopelessness followed closely behind.

      In the gloom of the moments before morning, his left arm glowed with a dull golden light. He swiped it at the rolling waves of hopelessness and despair that assaulted him, and the arm cut through them like the prow of a ship through water.

      The pull from the alexen within his blood and throbbing from his left arm were too much to bear. With a growl, he gave in to the power inside him. The world around him slammed to a stop. The commotion of the village froze. Only the steady but slowed sounds of footsteps echoed from three behind him. The voices that accompanied them were familiar. They were phrenic.

      With a sigh, Ryl strode onward toward the incoming wall of death. His confident stride showed no hitch or hesitation. Miniscule droplets of moisture from the falls hung in the air. He cut through them, leaving a temporary void of dry air in their wake. Around his right arm the wind began to swell. The glow of the sun tattooed over the flesh of his left arm increased.

      The Lei Guard continued forward, forming into a concave wall that stretched out around him. His left arm burned with power, the light intensifying with every step. Every pace forward revealed more details; their wicked, curved swords still hung in their sheathes, their shields were still slung over their backs. Behind them, the motionless bodies of the sentries littered the path.

      The sight stoked the fire that raged through his veins.

      Ryl raised his left hand to the sky; a ball of light swelled in his palm. What started as a pinpoint of light grew larger by the moment. The throbbing in his arm increased to a frantic pitch. He experienced the energy, the power, the alexen coursing through his veins into his arm. The sensation was as unique as it was alarming, as if the power was pulling from the entirety of his body, focusing on his arm alone. In its wake, he was left with a chilling emptiness.

      Over the thrumming of his own power, he caught the lingering hints of sensation from the woods just beyond his reach. The Erlyn screamed in frenzied warning. The trees bordering the forest's edge shuddered. Their branches crashed together with a thunderous rumble. Leaves fell from the boughs above like rain, swirling as they got caught in the desperate breath of wind that blew from her midst.

      The Erlyn was scared.

      She was scared for him.

      Her screams and pleas were nothing but a whisper. The roar of the power massing in his left hand drowned out all other sounds. The power had consumed Ryl. His hazy view of reality fractured.
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        * * *

      

      He was present in the fields before Tabenville, his light boots sinking slightly into the soft mud of the neglected fields. The hood of his cloak was down. Carried by the wind from the forest, his hair whipped against his face, and his cloak snapped out behind him.

      The tributes and the guards roused by his warning, were frozen in place. Ramm and Vox charged forward from square, while Kaep was the closest, nearly past the stables.

      They'd never reach his side in time.
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        * * *

      

      Ryl stood alone in the nexus. His feet were planted firmly in the center of the stone circle. The pacifying green apparitions of the phrenics had long since passed—the alexen were nowhere to be found. In their place, only wispy black figures remained.

      The dichotomy of the area had failed.

      The vivid picture burned into his recollection from his awakening had been catastrophically altered. The sky had been divided at its zenith into two starkly contrasting worlds; toward one horizon there had been vibrant fields of wild grasses and trees laden with fruit. The living, green peaks of mountains rolled onward, silhouetted against the azure shades of a brilliant blue sky. A burning orb of yellow had shone life over the terrain.

      Toward the other, the terrain had been sterile. A fractured wasteland of jagged peaks and drab brown. Stunted and withered bushes dotted the barren fields, their blood red flowers the only glimpse of color against the monochrome soil. The black sun overhead had been cold, draining the life and color from its surroundings.

      Now, the lifeless wastes of the barren land spread in all directions. The colorless vacuum of the dead sun had swelled as the pale sky encroached over the air that once was blue. The life of the mountains and plains had been leached from the soil. All that was once green had been replaced by the browning of rot and death. The fields of wild grasses were shriveled, and the withered husks of dying trees and bushes leaned lifelessly to the sides. Rotting fruit littered the ground where they’d fallen. The life-giving yellow sun was nothing more than a pinpoint of light, surrounded by a receding halo of blue.

      The only color that remained were the blood red flowers that spread from the expanse of the dead terrain. Their bloodied petals dripped in a sporadic cadence, the accumulation of their drops trickling downhill to the stone circle where he stood.

      Ryl’s eyes were hesitant to leave the wispy, blackened shadows that encircled him. He risked a cautious glance at the ground at his feet.

      The smoothed stone flooring was now drenched in a thick pool of crimson blood.
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        * * *

      

      Ryl's view simultaneously flashed between both worlds. The agony in his body grew as the alexen streamed into his left arm. The glowing orb in his palm expanded, the weight increased as it grew. He strained to support its mounting mass.

      For an instant, the Lei Guard paused, remaining momentarily frozen, eyes fixed on the blinding ball of light. With a shriek of anger, they drew their swords as one. The wicked, biting song of their blades rang out. The hatred, the doubt, the hopelessness slammed into him with an indefensible force.

      The massing power had consumed too much of his strength. It had leached too much from the rest of his body, as if all his remaining energy had been diverted to sustaining his raised arm. His legs buckled under the assault. The weight of the light drove him downward.

      He felt his control of the blinding ball of purifying energy slipping.

      In slow motion he watched as the Lei Guard charged forward like a seething wave of blackness coming to seal his doom.

      Ryl's head fell back, his eyes captured a momentary view of the churning clouds in the sky overhead. They swirled in a vortex of agitated wrath. He slammed his eyes shut, squeezing them together with all his might as he collapsed to his knees under the pain and the weight. He opened his mouth; the scream that came out was startling.

      Gone were the innumerable voices.

      The Cries of the Fallen.

      The scream was his own.

      It was ragged. It was tortured. It was desperate.

      The hungry blades of the corrupted black warriors moved closer. They were eager. They could sense his defeat. They longed for his death.

      The ball of light began to flicker and wobble as it crushed him under its mass. Ryl could feel his control slipping. The images that flashed into his vision were fractured, yet the overwhelming sorrow was apparent. There would be no surviving this onslaught.

      Through the blackness of the shadows that disguised their blackened faces, he could see the wicked grins of the Lei Guard.

      The approaching arc of the enemy front was less than five meters away when the agonizing burn of the power massing in his left arm paused abruptly. From a single point on his bicep, a jolt of energy rushed outward. The influx of sensation felt energizing. At the same time, its calming sensation converted the pain into raw power, as if his body found that which it was missing.

      Understanding.

      In that instant, the answer to the questions surrounding the tattoos on his left arm became shockingly apparent.

      The ball of light flashed with a pulse of energy that exploded outward. The Lei Guard staggered as the shockwave tore through their ranks. Their approach faltered; their terrifying speed reduced to nothing. Their bodies were frozen in place as if they were no more alive than the statue of Taben the Defender who towered over the scene.

      Ryl examined their line as the moments stretched on, his eyes ending on the point at which the calm in his body originated. There were fingers wrapped around his arm in a gentle, yet frantic embrace. Ryl traced the line of the arm, meeting eyes with the face at its end.

      It was Kaep.

      Her look was one of pain. There was a sorrow whose depths had no end.

      Yet, there was hope.

      Ryl turned his vision back to the guard. Though mere twitches, their approach renewed.

      Ryl grinned as he rose to his feet, lifting the innumerable mass of the ball of energy above him as if it weighed no more than a feather. The orb of light hung suspended in the air, just above his hand. For a moment it was still. It was silent.

      Only for a moment.

      The ball began spinning wildly in place. As the rotation increased its speed, so too did the sound. The high-pitched noise started as a wail, yet quickly progressed into a thunderous roar. Ryl could feel the wind it created rush around him.

      The wicked blades of the Lei Guard around him prepped for their killing strikes.

      Ryl's hand closed into a fist, latching onto the invisible tail that connected the energy sphere to himself. With the last of his remaining strength, he wrenched his hand downward. The seething ball of energy plummeted to the earth in front of his feet. His body went limp, collapsing as the last of Kaep's fingers slipped from his arm.

      The orb detonated with blinding white, earth shattering force.
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      Pillars of light streamed down from above in beams of glowing white. The shafts illuminated small circles where they landed, though the rest of the room appeared dim and gloomy.

      Ryl's eyes burned as he blinked to adjust them to the influx of light. How long had they been closed?

      Lying flat on his back, he closed his eyes again, inhaling a deep breath. His mind was anticipating pain that was surprisingly absent. Ryl took a moment to take mental stock of his body. He wiggled his toes, flexed the muscles in his legs and arms and squeezed his hands into and out of fists.

      There was no pain. His body felt healthy, yet there was a lingering chill that felt like it covered the entirety of his body in an icy blanket. How long had he been lying like this?

      Where was he?

      Ryl sat up with ease, gasping at the sight before his eyes. He had been resting on a thin straw cot. His phrenic cloak had been draped over his body acting as a blanket of sorts.

      There were few details he could gleam from the dimly lit chamber. The roof and walls of the chamber he was in appeared to be made from the massive roots of a giant tree. The breath of relief that floated into his senses confirmed his immediate suspicion.

      He was still in the Erlyn.

      Around each beam of light lay the still bodies of men and women. He gasped, activating his mindsight. The light-yellow glow emanating from the bodies was a relief.

      They still lived.

      "Wondered when you'd wake," the voice from over his shoulder was startling, yet recognized immediately.

      Andr walked to his side, kneeling at the edge of his small cot.

      "What happened?" Ryl whispered in response. His voice was scratchy, it sounded different, a shade darker than he'd grown accustomed to hearing.

      "All the tributes have been undergoing the remedy for a little over a week," Andr explained. "Their suffering is much more manageable than yours was. The last of them lost consciousness the day before last."

      There was something off to his voice as well. Though its timbre was familiar, there was an undeniable tone of hesitation and remorse.

      "What of the Lei Guard? What of the tributes? Were any lost?" Ryl blurted out as momentary panic struck him. Andr placed a calming hand on his shoulder as he tried to rise to his feet.

      "Fear not, none were harmed in the initial attack," he admitted, surprise flavoring the words that rolled from his lips. "The Lei Guard remain unharmed. The Erlyn has seen to their care. She’s led us here."

      The hints of his apprehension grew with every word.

      "Something's happened," Ryl added, more of a statement than a question.

      Andr sighed, lowering his head as he responded.

      "Aye. There has," he acknowledged. "It's Elias. He's gone."

      The deluge of emotions that ran through Ryl in that instant ranged from infinite loss to anger to confusion. They'd been reunited for less than a moon. What cruel fate had robbed him of his friend so soon? What had happened?

      It took Ryl a moment before he could settle the questions that rampaged through his mind. He opened his mouth to speak, but Andr interrupted the silence first.

      He was wholly unprepared for the words that registered in his ears.

      "There's more," Andr lamented.

      "He has Kaep."
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      Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.
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      Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors? Join our Discord server today and be a part of the Aethon community.
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        A rotten thief. A disgraced knight. Only together can they save the kingdom.
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        Everyone knows the gods are long dead. But what if one of them survived?
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        The barrier between worlds is broken. Only he knows the truth...
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