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“So, how many people have you killed?”

The Prisoner, a thin, ragged man lying on cobbled ground, held up shackled hands and began counting on his fingers until he ran out.

“Well, more than ten.”

“I heard it was thousands,” the young guard said, his grin beaming. “I heard all sorts of stories about you growing up. I used to look up to you.”

“And now you’re a prison guard. A foolish child has grown into a foolish man.”

The guard dropped the food tray to the ground, just outside the barred door.

“Seems ironic, calling the one with your food a fool before they give you your meal.”

“I’ve never denied being one. You could travel all of Usmal and never find a bigger fool than I.”

The guard said nothing to that, but he did pick the tray up and slide it into the Prisoner’s cell.

“It’s still hard to believe it’s you. You’re wanted all across the nation, you know.”

“It’s funny how language works. Once, I was ‘needed’ across the nation, and they adorned me with titles, marriage requests, lands, and riches. Now I’m ‘wanted’ and the only thing anyone wants for me is the noose.”

“Hard to blame them for that; the massacre at Eilen left a bad taste in a lot of people’s mouths.”

Now it was the Prisoner’s turn to not respond. Long, black hair, dull and in desperate need of a wash, covered his face as he turned. The guard took it as a willing condemnation, an admission of guilt.

“So, how many?” the guard asked again.

“One too many, is all I can say.”

Sharp, pronounced boot clicks sounded from the hall. Four imperial guards, adorned in grey chainmail and red sashes, opened the door and occluded the small jail. They pushed the young guard against the wall and made sure all the cells were locked.

“Clear!” one of the imperials yelled out.

The boot clicks continued and a thin, hawkish-looking man stepped in. He was clean, sharply dressed, and bald. Although the beginning of his beard was grey, his eyes were those of a younger man. He was the opposite of the Prisoner, who was ragged and long of hair and beard, and whose eyes were sullen and dead, those of a man already executed. Separated by the iron bars, the imperial stood directly in front of the Prisoner and glared with restrained fury.

“Ah, Redlin of the Wolves. Vanguard, the Thunderblade, The Justicars’ Revenge, The Reaper in the Winds, The Assassin in Grey. The Storm Itself. It’s a lot of titles for a prisoner.”

“I presume ‘Victim of the State’ will be my next title.”

“‘Victim’? Hardly. Your sentence is warranted.”

“You’ll hear no disagreement from me,” Redlin said honestly.

“Spare me the self-condemnation,” the imperial said. “Truly, the only thing I find more disgusting than that attitude is the fact you were caught in a … settlement like Fale’s Folly. Guard, what was he arrested for, again?”

“The warden found him sleeping outside, figured he’d been drinking,” the young guard said quickly. His words were muffled as one of the imperial guards had him squeezed against a wall.

“Sleeping?” the imperial said with a sneer. “That’s what brought the great Redlin to justice? Pathetic.”

“You have a lot of misplaced rage for an Inquisitor,” Redlin said, looking at the ground. “Tell me, did you serve? In ‘my’ war?”

The Inquisitor’s demeanor changed upon hearing the question. Contempt turned to malice and his voice changed from steel to ice.

“Open the cell.”

The imperial holding the young guard searched for the keys and then two of them escorted the Prisoner out of the cell, holding him firmly by the wrists. The imperials were big men, selected for their size and martial prowess, but Redlin still stood taller than them. However, he made no move to resist as they pulled and prodded. He was brought forth to the Inquisitor.

The Inquisitor punched him in the stomach. Redlin exhaled with pain and doubled over but was held up by the restraining guards. The Inquisitor launched two more punches, each bringing groans of agony. The imperials released him and he fell to the ground.

Defeated, brought low, and without the fire of rebellion, Redlin lay upon the stone floor. Memories of gales, of thunder, of blood and of glory shot through his brain. He tapped fingertips to palm twice, clenched a fist, and tried to rise. Another boot met his ribs. He coughed and fell over. Pain reminded him he was no longer the same man from the legends. He was a prisoner, nothing more, nothing less. So, he continued to lie upon the cool stone.

“Bring him with us,” the Inquisitor demanded. As he turned, he threw a single silver coin at the young guard’s feet.

“Your Archon thanks you for your service.”

-

Redlin sat in the carriage, his wrists and ankles shackled. It was roomy, as far as carriages went, with open windows, wooden walls adorned with tapestries of the Archon’s sigil, and plush, red seats that could easily seat four people. A cabin like this would have brooked a handsome price for nobles traveling the countryside.

All in all, lush traveling for the most notorious man in the nation.

“Master Redlin?” a gentle voice asked from outside the window. The carriage was traveling slowly enough for the asker to do a walk-jog next to him. She was young, with blonde hair that bounced with each awkward step and orange eyes that shone like twin flames against the morning sunlight. Redlin turned to face her but said nothing. If she felt anything intimidating from the cold stare, she didn’t show it.

“May I join you?”

“I don’t think I could stop you,” Redlin said, rattling his shackles.

She sped up and climbed aboard while the carriage continued to move. Her struggles and curses against the rocking mobile made the Prisoner chuckle, despite his own situation. She managed to climb aboard and plop down with the grace of a sack of potatoes.

“Well. You think they’d slow down for a lady,” she said as she brushed the hem of her dress.

“The imperial Collectors aren’t known for their fair treatment of the fairer sex, unfortunately.”

“That’s true, and I should know, as I am one,” she said and then offered a hand to shake. “A Collector, that is. Well, both, now that I think about it. My name is Maya Eagling.”

Maya left her hand outstretched with her chin tilted forward and her eyes widened, the picture of innocence. Sunshine fell down on her in perfect angles, illuminating her fiery eyes that shone and burned with kindness.

“You’d shake hands with a Reaper?” Redlin asked.

“I’d shake hands with the Thunderblade! Where I grew up, you were a legend. My da still talks about you that way, and it’d be an honor to tell him I shook hands with you,” she said, smiling.

“Drop the act. Whoever informed you did a piss-poor job. Countryside manners and flattery have never worked on me,” Redlin said coldly.

Maya leaned back into the shadows of the caravan. Her expression of farm girl—of innocent beauty—was gone and replaced with a winter’s harshness.

“No, of course not. Flattery is for weaker men; the great Redlin would never fall for it.”

“Moving from flattery to beration, aye? That also won’t work. I think you can do better, but if you can’t, just tell me what you want and begone.”

“Fine, you want to talk business, we’ll talk business. I want your story, your recollection of events. Regardless of your current standing, you were there on the precipice of many important events, and I’d like them recorded,” the woman said, harsh professionalism dripping from her voice.

Redlin matched her pose—leaning back just as she had—and wished he had a pipe to smoke. He scratched his bearded chin, pushed the hair out of his face, and matched her less-than-amicable gaze.

“Fuck off,” he said.

She smiled at that, a slight grin. She rifled through a pouch attached to her hip and produced a pipe and some Cha. She loaded it, lit it, took a smoke, and offered it to Redlin, who was watching with suspicion.

“Please, Master Redlin, if we wanted you dead, you’d be dead. Traveling with us is a former Vanguard, one versed in Shattering. We could stop this wagon, have you killed, and then travel on inside of a safer Usmal,” Maya said.

He took the pipe after that, followed by a long pull. He held it for a moment before ending in a ragged cough. Earthy-smelling smoke blew out the window.

“Sources said that you could breathe thunder and shit lightning, but here you are, choking in my cabin,” Maya said.

“One: any tale about me should be treated with utmost doubt; two: I used to be able to do something like that; three: this is my cabin, you’re merely a visitor,” Redlin said.

“Your cabin?” Maya asked with an eyebrow raised.

“Yes, my cabin. Seems only fair as I’m the primary occupant.”

“For a time.”

“For a time,” Redlin agreed and smoked more of the pipe.

“Can I ask you something?” Maya asked as she got into a more comfortable position.

“Sure, but the fake vulnerability doesn’t suit you.”

“It’s hardly vulnerability, Master Redlin,” Maya said as she reached for the pipe. “I’m going to be here for a while, so I might as well get comfortable.”

“You wouldn’t be the first woman to think she was going to get to know me, but they all ended up disappointed,” Redlin said.

“You should tip your whores better, then; they’ll at least act like it was a good time.”

“Oh! She jokes! You probably were the right person to send to get my stories, but the answer is still ‘fuck off’,” Redlin said.

“What would make you share your version of events?”

“The key to these shackles would be a good start.”

“You quip, but I don’t believe you. We’d have never found you if you hadn’t wished it. I mean, public drunkenness in Fale’s Folly? If even one of the stories about you is true, this couldn’t be accidental. Why did you let yourself be arrested?”

“First you want all of my past, and now my present,” Redlin said as he took the pipe back. “I’ll give you credit, the pretender I first met played a nice role. But he’s not the one holding all the cards here. You are.”

A hint of a smile spread across Maya’s face.

“Usually takes people a few weeks to figure that out,” she said.

“I’m something of an expert when it comes to reading people.”

“The same has been said about me, but all I see is a beaten-down man, one like a starving dog.”

“Perhaps that’s all there is to see.”

“Perhaps,” Maya said, mirroring the tone. She leaned forward. “You’re an interesting one. Something more to you. I can almost see through it, but not quite. What are you up to, Redlin?”

Redlin responded with a pull of the pipe and the slightest beginning of a grin, the grin of a troublemaker. The creaking of the caravan and the smell of dust on the wind were his answers.

“Just a broken, old man, then? Put on your performance if you want to, but tell me one thing,” Maya said, taking the pipe. “What truly happened in Limbo?”

Redlin’s expression narrowed at the question. His dull, onyx eyes turned a glimmering black, and the defeated wryness was replaced with hate and suspicion. A falcon screeched overhead and the winds picked up, shaking the cabin.

“Who told you to ask that?” he asked.

“Oh, the Archon,” Maya said, dropping the name of the most powerful person in Usmal as casually as someone would talk about their own child. As soon as the name was mentioned, the winds picked up further. What started as a slight breeze became a rising gale, and it showed no signs of stopping. The cabin rocked back and forth. The groans of the axles were the dying laments of the mortally wounded. A hooded man rode up next to the carriage, his hand outstretched and faced towards Redlin. Maya held up a signal for “wait” to the man on horseback.

As quickly as the gales had started, they died away.

“How is the dear man these days?” Redlin asked, the first words barely escaping an ironbound jaw.

“Busy, as you can imagine. That’s why he sends me places, however, and it’s why he sent me to you.”

“What does he want from me?”

“I already told you. He wants your stories, your version of events. In particular, he asked me to find out what happened in Limbo.”

“He specifically requested it?”

“He did,” Maya reiterated.

“I thought you were some sort of biographer at first,” Redlin said. He looked out the window and scratched at his beard.

“I am ‘some sort of biographer’. The Inquisitors have all sorts of useful professions, and notetaking and psychological evaluation are some of the best. My methods just include torture, bribery, violence, and at times, a nice ride through the countryside with a lit pipe,” Maya said as she handed the pipe back over.

“So, my story isn’t going to be a riveting bestseller for the masses?”

“We’d never let your words hit the masses. Too much risk of stirring them up. But, your story will be read by at least one clamoring individual. The Archon.”

Redlin smiled and raised the pipe. A slight shimmer in the air occurred, thick and hazy.

“That’ll work.”


PART I - 
Redlin of the Wolves


“Living off borrowed time, the clock ticks faster.”

— Madvillain 


Chapter 1 - Coming Home
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I’ve always had the eyes of a killer.

From my first day, I heard it frequently. My mother would say it with pride. “Watch out for Redlin, that one’s got slayer written all over him.” She’d say it to the forest, to the deer, to the birds. My father would say it fearfully. He’d always watch out for my siblings, and he’d always say the same thing when he thought I was out of earshot. “Watch out for Redlin, that one’s got slayer written all over him.”

I was born and raised in a small family. We didn’t have city walls, or even a community. It was just my parents, my brother, Merak, my sister, Syndra, and Lace, our hunting dog. Looking back on it, the summers were hard and the winters even harder, but mom and dad did their best to make sure their children didn’t feel the effects. They ate the least and they’d sit furthest from the fire, and they did it for us. Even me. My father may have treated me differently, but at the end of the day, he’d still have starved himself to make sure I ate. They did whatever they could to provide for us, to make sure we didn’t want for anything.

They succeeded for a time.

My first memories are happy ones, despite how it all turned out. The very first is of the five of us playing a game we called Shisker. It’s a simple game, but we were a simple family and it kept us entertained throughout childhood. My sister, Syndra, who was very little, once threw the ball straight backwards, fell, and started crying inconsolably. My father laughed, picked her up, and spun her around until she, too, began to laugh. Seeing her little teeth and hearing that innocent giggle made me, Merak, and my mother join in, which then made my dad rumble with joy, which made Syndra’s giggles turn into snorts.

As I reflect back on it now, I see the hard-earned pride in my parents’ faces. We didn’t have much, and yet, there they were, with everything they needed. I feel unworthy to even think about it.

Another early memory is my mother taking me hunting for the first time. Typically, the job fell to my father, as my mother was a frail woman. She was always sick, and always needed to be seated indoors, but that day, she made sure to teach me.

It hadn’t taken long to find him. A buck, beautiful, proud, and a symbol of the forest’s bounty. Pale white, like an old tree in the winter woods. He was a pure creature, one that had seen hardship, chewed it up, and spat it out. He was the majesty of nature, and he didn’t know he had an arrow pointed at him.

“Hold the bow like this,” my mother whispered, and placed her hand on mine, raising the bow. With her other hand she pushed my spine, making me straight instead of slouched. She had shown me so many times, but she wasn’t angry with me. Not even when there was a buck in our sight and my childish inexperience was potentially costing us a meal that would have fed us for many nights.

“Fire on an exhale. Aim for its heart. Oh, and don’t miss.”

I tuned her out. Her words, the birds chittering around us, the babbling creek nearby, it all faded away. It was me and the buck. The two of us, in a dance of death, predator and prey.

I fired. My arrow went right through its heart. It didn’t even make a sound, just fell over lifelessly.

“That’s my killer,” my mother said. She beamed with pride. She took her scarf off and wrapped it around me. It was grey, scraggly, and warm. It smelled like autumn leaves, like her.

We ate well that night. Father told us stories about Reign and the Pantheon, about legends old and new. We gasped out of fear, we laughed with excitement, and we were silenced by the sacrifices of those that came before. Most importantly, I suppose, we begged for more.

Our life was full of banal moments like these, good and bad, but truth be told, I’m not very interested in talking about my family. I could continue and fill pages and pages, but I won’t. Partly because I’ve changed so much over the years that I hardly consider myself the same person. Partly because I wouldn’t say that it was a particularly interesting, difficult, abusive, or odd upbringing. Partly because reflecting on it hurts, even to this day. We were a family, and while I may not have any love for them anymore, excluding Lace, who was a sweet pup, they weren’t a bad sort.

No, this story truly begins on the dawn of a chilly fall day. The leaves were beginning to turn red and the forest animals were getting fat and anxious. My father took me on a “hunting” expedition. I was fourteen years old, the oldest, and I’d been taught how to shoot a bow, and he was my father. How could I expect it to be anything else?

We didn’t have a horse, so we walked from dawn till dusk. I asked questions sporadically, mostly about why we were going so far, all of which were met with quick, prosaic responses. I didn’t press for more, even when a deer ran not fifty feet from us, nor did I complain that my legs hurt and I missed our family. I buried my face into the warm grey scarf my mother gave me and carried on.

The next day was more of the same. We trudged along barely beaten paths, making our way north. I walked dutifully, always keeping my eyes to the forest to scout for game. My father kept his eyes downcast. My questions, which grew more and more pointed by the growing inexplicability of the situation, began to get less fortuitous and forthright answers. When I asked why Lace wasn’t with us to assist in the hunt, my father told me there was no more talking. I didn’t say a word for the rest of the day.

The day after that was brutal. The winds howled, bit, and chased us as the forest thinned into thawing plains. Little lived out here and we’d passed the best hunting grounds. I knew that my father was lying, and yet, I carried the faith that he’d have some reason to bring me out here. I huddled inside my cloak, tightened my mother’s scarf further, and soldiered on. We must have walked forty miles or more at that point. Faith and tenacity were all I had to keep me going, but Reign, I persisted.

We spotted a fortress near dusk, and even though we had risen at dawn and the sun was quickly setting, my father would not let us stop. I stumbled more than once, and on the fourth time, I fell on my face and refused to get up. My father grabbed me by the collar and hauled me up. Through my choked coughs, I heard him say it was time to act like a man. I told him I couldn’t, so he pushed me forward. I stayed on my feet. I kept going. While I may have stumbled a few more times, I never fell. Endurance manifest.

The sky had turned black and the moon shone when we finally crested the hill to see our destination. The fortress was an ashen white, as though it had been built of bone. The lunar light made the walls gleam in a way I’ve never seen before, excluding the golden house of Val. The fortress was beautiful, but hauntingly so, like a tiger’s tooth or a demon’s promise.

The first detail I noticed was the central tower that stood above the rest of the fort. Next was the smoke that dissipated from the back of the fortress into the night sky, an efficient, controlled black stream. Then the five men standing atop the fortress’s walls. My last realization was that four of them had bows, and that they were aimed at us. The tips of the arrows glowed white under the moon, just like the ashen walls. I expected them to rain death upon us.

“Dad,” I warned quietly, but he kept walking, unperturbed by the promise of arrowheads.

At a distance of nearly fifty feet from the gate, something hit the ground near my father’s feet. A brown leather pouch that jingled when he picked it up.

My father picked up the pouch, kissed the top of my head, and walked away.

I don’t know how much I was sold for. I hope it was worth it.

I stood in that barren field with the wind flowing through my cloak until one of the guards came and got me.


Chapter 2 – Welcome
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I was numb with the idea that my father had left me behind, so when the guard led me by the hand, I made no move to resist. He was a gentle leader, and he guided me through the massive gate of wrought iron and solid wood without complaint, helping me up when I stumbled. He even slowed down when I turned to give one last look at my father.

My father did not look back.

Like a lamb being led to the slaughter, I was whisked along with only the vaguest notion of what had happened. It’s hard to describe how you can know something down to your core and not understand it at all. It’s sort of like growing up poor. You’d have some sort of knowledge that you have less than other families, but what does that mean? And then when your parents have late-night conversations about what to do, and you overhear, and have the vaguest grasp on the concept they’re talking about, but on the other hand, no idea what they’re talking about? That’s how I felt about being left behind.

We walked through flame-lit, musty corridors made of the same white, bone-like substance as the outside of the fortress. I continued to look over my shoulder, waiting for my dad to come back. The guard never rushed me, even though he knew my forlorn was futile.

It didn’t take us long to get to a small, dimly lit break room. A second guard sat there, resting his head on one of the two tables, and there was little else in the room besides the aroma of food. The smell of roasted potatoes and goat lingered and my stomach made a receptive noise. The guard smiled and put a finger to his lips in a shushing motion. He made sure I watched as he crept up on his sleeping companion and punched the table, right next to his head. The resting man shot up into the air and landed on his back, arms flailing all the way down like a wounded bird.

He got up, rubbed dust off of his back, and went on the most curse-laden, empty-threated tirade I’d ever heard. The threats ranged from returning the scare while he was sleeping to hanging him from a noose formed of dog entrails. The guard who had led me stood stoically, only breaking into a smirk at the end of a thrice-layered threat. That grin made the affronted guard grumble, sit down, and start peeling a potato he produced from his pocket.

“Who’s the pup?” he asked in between flecks of potato.

“New kid,” my leader answered, sitting across from him.

“You think he’s hungry?”

“Reckon we could ask.”

“Reckon we could.”

Neither of them asked me. Instead, the one who’d led me took out a knife of his own and started cleaning underneath his fingernails. The potato peeler kept on peeling. I was starving, having walked the last three days on very limited rations, but I said nothing. I sat down beside the one who’d led me and the potato peeler put chunks in front of me. I ate them up testily and deliberately, ignoring my body’s hunger-fueled instinct to stuff myself.

“Should we keep talking about him like he’s not here?” the peeler asked.

“Sounds fun to me.”

“Maybe he’ll learn to speak up.”

“I doubt it.”

“I doubt it too, but still, could be fun to bet.”

“Same stakes as last time?”

“Agreed,” the peeler said.

They spat on their hands and shook. I caught glimpses of scarred forearms as they did.

“So, what should we do with him?”

“We could throw him over the walls, see if he yells as he goes over.”

“Or we could use him for target practice. I’ve been slacking on my archery.”

They prattled on with a few more tortuous ideas. I knew they weren’t serious, but I was a scared kid who had just been left in a cold place with strange men. I wanted to scream, to cry, to fight, but I just kept eating the scraps of food that went my direction. When the scraps stopped coming, I didn’t ask for more, despite my hunger. I left the table and stood against the bone-like wall. Its porous texture was almost chalky and I pressed even further into it.

“Alright, you win,” the peeler said. “Call him back over before I feel bad.”

“I always knew you had a heart,” my guide declared. He signaled for me to come over, but I stayed by the wall.

“We’re not actually going to shoot you with arrows or throw you off the roof,” the man said.

“My dad wouldn’t let you,” I whispered.

Both of their faces softened. They were hard men, used to surviving many a harsh winter here, and yet, their hearts broke for me. I think I reminded them of what they once were.

“I’ll go get him some real food,” the guard said as he left.

“What’s your name, pup?” my chaperone asked.

“Redlin.”

“Redlin what?”

“What?”

“You know, Redlin what. What’s your family name?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.

“My name is Prace Foley, my father’s, brother’s, and mother’s last name is Foley, too. You don’t know your last name?”

“I don’t have one.”

He made a small, dismissive noise at that. He turned away from me and waved me over to sit next to him, and I did. There was an odd sense of comfort there. I hardly minded the vague threats of being peppered with arrows and thrown off rooftops.

Food was brought to us, warm, rich porridge, and I ate with the two guards. Porridge has always made things better.


Chapter 3 - The Wolves’ Den
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After I ate, Prace took me to a higher part of the facility.

As we climbed a long set of stairs, he started. “Look at her feet. If you do catch her gaze, don’t look away. Stand by your answers, even if she tries to make you feel stupid for saying them. Don’t think about your answers, go with your gut.”

He never mentioned who this mysterious “she” was, or where we were going. Sometimes, the things we fear are the things our mind imagines instead of the things we see. Given the lack of information, the importance of these rules, and the sheer amount of stairs we climbed, I feared I was being thrown into a cage with a monster.

My fears were valid.

At the top of the stairs was a black door with a white wolf emblazoned on it. Cold radiated off the door. Prace knocked twice, opened it, and pushed me inside.

It took me a moment to adjust to the low light. The room was dark, excluding a single, black candle that sat atop a desk. I took one step towards it before the word “STOP” came from all around, thundering loud enough to make an echo. I stopped dead in my tracks, and when I tried to locate the source of the noise, I found myself looking right, down, up, left, all around, with no resolution.

The striking of a match came and the den’s owner lit two more candles. They were blue and burned brighter, much brighter, than the black. Their luminance showed off a well-organized, robust desk with a quill and stacks of papers that weighed more than I did.

What drew my eye, however, was not what sat on the desk, but who sat behind it. I had conjured images of monsters, gargantuan creatures with fangs the length of swords, or unnatural, misshapen creatures with blind eyes and albino skin. Instead, a beautiful woman sat there. It was a harsh beauty, like the arctic glaciers of the north. She had black hair and piercing eyes that looked through me like I was nothing.

“Name?” she asked with all the care an ox would give a bird.

“Redlin,” I said, looking down at the desk.

“Last name?”

“I don’t have one.”

She smiled at that. White, shiny teeth, fierce as spears.

“Well then, I hereby give you the name ‘of the Wolves’. Welcome to our family. I imagine you have questions.”

“Where’s my dad?” I asked, shifting my feet.

“Gone. He left you here, with us.”

I didn’t say anything to that, out loud. In my head, the word “liar” repeated over and over.

“Redlin,” she said, putting the quill down. “I understand that I come across as direct, and sometimes cold. I assure you, I’m someone you can trust. Trust is earned, of course, but in time you will see that I care for you, as I care for all the brothers and sisters who belong to the Wolf. I promise you this as well: I will never, ever lie to you. Your father left you, but we are here for you,” she said.

“When will he be back?” I asked.

“He won’t. I’m sorry.”

I refused to accept the answer. Part of me knew it was true, but the rest of me railed against the idea. Dad, mom, Syndra, Merak, and Lace would just go on without me, enjoying life and playing games, while I was in a fortress made of bone and surrounded by snow? It was too hard to take, so I didn’t. I clung to the idea that I’d be back with them tomorrow, maybe the day after, and this was all a big misunderstanding. My dad wouldn’t do this to me, and if he tried, my mom wouldn’t let him.

Yet there I stood.

“I have some questions for you, if you don’t mind,” the woman said, waiting for acknowledgement. She did not have time for my confused grief; when she didn’t get a response, she powered through, as was her way in so many things.

“How much education have you had? Can you read, write, and do figures?”

I nodded.

“Can you shoot a bow?”

I nodded.

“Could you kill an animal? Have you ever?”

I nodded.

“Could you kill a man?”

I looked up at the question. Harsh blue eyes met my own onyx ones. Her gaze was ice and it brought upon me the urge to shiver. I clung on tight to Prace’s advice, and I kept her gaze as I fought my instincts.

“I don’t know,” I said, sticking to gut answers.

“Good. If you had the chance to return home and leave us behind, would you take it?”

“Yes.”

She scribbled something down, but her expression did not change.

“Do you dream?”

“Sometimes.”

“Have you ever had a dream of an animal watching you? Or a dream where you were an animal?”

“No,” I said. It was a lie, but it was my instinctive answer. For some reason, I felt a need to obscure myself, even though I had many dreams in which I was a hawk, flying through the sky.

“What kind of animal were you?” she asked.

“I’ve never had that type of dream.”

“Redlin,” she said, putting down her quill. “I applaud you for being bold enough to lie once. However, lying after you’ve been caught is a fool’s errand, and I have no time for fools. Now, answer me, what type of animal do you dream about?”

“A hawk,” I said, unable to keep her gaze.

“I had guessed as much,” she said, and I heard her scribbling resume. “Three men enter into an arena. One is armed with a sword, one with a spear, and one with a bow. Who wins?”

“Nobody,” I said, the answer forming on my lips without thought.

“Who is Balin?”

“The wolf god, god of ice.”

“Who is Reign?”

“The one above all. Ruler of the gods and god of light.”

“Have you ever heard of Eilen and the ‘Wolves of the North’?”

“No.”

She whistled then, suddenly putting her quill back in the inkpot, and the door opened. I expected the gauntlet of questions to continue, but Prace was once again guiding me elsewhere.

I looked back one last time. She was watching, the slightest hint of a smile on her lips.


Chapter 4 – Pups
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Prace elected not to ask any questions about my interaction with the raven-haired woman. I got the feeling that it was a “don’t ask, don’t tell” type of situation, and seeing as how Prace kept his end of the bargain, I kept mine. My mind, however, danced with questions. Had I heard her whispering into her candle? Who were “the Wolves of the North”? How did she know about my dreams?

It’d be many years before I found all the answers, and as useless as this desire is, I still wish I had never found out.

In the mere span of an hour or two, I’d been dropped off, fed, questioned, and ignored. It’d been an absurdly brutal three-day stretch, especially for a fourteen-year-old child. If you took a full-grown man, took away his family, marched him for three days straight, threw him to the Wolves, and then asked him questions the mind could barely comprehend, he’d probably want a nap too. Hells, you may have to talk him off the ledge.

If you can feel my resentment, it’s because wounds inflicted on children may never heal. I still have my scars of indignation, and that’s a burden that I will have to bear until I get the noose. The seeds of bitterness and denial were poisoning my heart, but I didn’t know it. It was like a cancer, happening gradually.

I was led through the white hallways and into a room with four beds, three of which were occupied. Prace knelt down to my eye level and gave me a gentle, yet firm, punch in the shoulder. It knocked me back, but it was comforting in its own way. Men may not always have the best methods of communication, but that gesture stabilized me. It was Prace’s—and men in general’s—way of saying “things are bad, but you’re tough and you’ll make it.”

“Oh, hey kid,” Prace whispered. “I’ll be in to collect you around noon. This place is big, confusing, and full of people in a hurry. You’ll get lost if you try to meander about, so just wait for me, okay?”

I nodded. He left.

Crawling into the empty bed, my weariness overrode my anxiety, and I fell into the deep sleep of a hurt child hoping to wake up in his mother’s arms.

-

I had terrible dreams that night. A falcon and a raven fought in the sky, batting their wings and scraping with talons. Blood rained down beneath them, yet they persisted, until the raven tore the falcon’s throat out. I woke when a scorching ray of sunlight enveloped the remaining bird.

-

Waking in the same bed I had crawled into the night prior, I knew my prayers had gone unanswered. Instead of the gentle stirrings of my mother waking me up, I was met with another child’s face, not four inches away from my own.

“Hello,” he said, his breath landing on the tip of my nose. If he thought it was weird that he was this close to my face, he didn’t show it. The early morning wisps of dawn’s light shone upon his blonde hair.

“Hi,” I said, backing up.

“You were having a nightmare.”

“I think I’m still having one.”

The boy broke out in laughter at that. He went to the next bed, holding his stomach and shaking with mirth as he did, and prodded the next boy up.

“The new kid said he’s living a nightmare,” the blonde boy announced.

“Piss off, Gare,” came the groggy response.

“Living with you truly is a nightmare,” the fourth boy said, rising from bed and rubbing his eyes. He walked to the doorway and started stretching against it.

“The new kid already said that,” the one called Gare said.

“Will you shut up? I’m trying to sleep,” the groggiest amongst us grumbled. He was still in bed and had covered his head with the blanket, trying, and failing, to shut out the world.

“It’s dawn,” the stretching boy said plainly.

“Fucking Gare,” the grumpy boy said, blaming his roommate for the movements of the sun. He got up with a sudden burst, strode across the room, shoved Gare, and slid under and past the one in the doorway.

“Welcome to Eilen, new kid,” the one in the doorway said, leaving as well.

“Eilen?” I asked out loud.

“You already said it,” Gare mumbled from the ground, his neck folded and his eyes downcast. “A nightmare.”

Sick of hearing that word, I left Gare sitting upon the ground. I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life, and I have a lot of regrets, but no regret hits harder than that borne of a lack of kindness. This was my first, and while not my greatest, it holds a special power over me. Offering Gare a hand would have cost me nothing. Maybe it could have done something to prevent his fate.

But, I didn’t offer him a hand. I marched into the hallway made of bone in search of either answers, my father, or food. My confidence had been borrowed from the raucous nature of the other boys I had woken up with, but it quickly faded. Prace had warned me not to travel about alone, but here I was. Couldn’t turn back, though. Too much pride, even then. I began to stumble along like one does during a dream. I walked for some time, long enough for the sun to be halfway over the horizon, and I was alone.

I’m not one to give the concept of fate any credence, but solitude was a rarity in Eilen. I spent many sunrises in the fortress, and when the sun was up and food was being served, the hallways absolutely teemed with life. And yet, that morning, I walked alone.

Until I spotted her.

She was a year or two older than me, and taller than I was. She had red hair, the color of the sunset at sea, or of ripe strawberries, or of a solitary drop of blood. Dressed in the white robes of the Wolves, she took my breath away.

“Hello. Are you waiting for someone too?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” I said dumbly. My mind couldn’t determine if she was asking if I was waiting for my family or for Prace, but the answer applied to both.

She giggled at that, and if I had any boyish pride it was dismantled, destroyed, and discarded forever. I belonged to her, and I would have killed to hear that laugh, see that smile.

“You must be new here. Have you met Allesandra yet?” she asked, her head slightly quirked to one side. Golden eyes, eyes that I had never seen the likeness of before, trapped me.

“Allesandra?” I asked.

“Black hair, lives at the top of the fortress.”

I nodded at the description.

“Did she ask what your dreams were about?”

“Yes.”

“Did you lie?”

“Yes.”

A smile crept onto her face and slowly spread. I matched it.

“I think we’re going to be friends, Redlin,” she said.

I had experienced happiness before, like when Lace chose to sit by me over the others or when I won at Shisker, but this was happiness I had never felt. It was my first touch of romance and my first inflation of pride. My heart swelled and my stomach fluttered.

“I have to go now,” she said. Her lips fell into a frown and my heart broke. I didn’t plead or protest, even though I wanted to chase away that sadness as sun chases night. I just nodded. After she was out of sight, I resumed my quest for answers. It wasn’t until a few minutes later that I cursed at myself for not getting her name.

I did, however, manage to find the cafeteria.

As far as I could tell, it was in the heart of the main building in the fortress. It was wide, grand in size and plain in adornment. A sea of men and women dressed in robes of various colors and armor sauntered through, none acting higher than the other, regardless of cloth, ability, age, or knowledge. Here, everyone was equal.

I looked through the crowd, hoping to spot the red-haired girl I had seen a moment earlier, even though I somehow knew she wouldn’t be there. I looked for Gare next, and then my apparent roommates, and finally Prace and his guard friend. The crowd was too vast, with nearly three hundred people in it at the time, and my search was unfruitful. With a pang of guilt, I realized I wasn’t looking for my father, and I added him to the list.

Eager to fit in, I maintained my place in the queue while looking over my shoulder for anyone I recognized, but my hopes were dashed while my tray was filled. I took it as a momentary defeat and sat down at the least occupied table I could find. I picked at my food, a piece of blackened bread and eggs, and hoped no one noticed how ostracized I felt.

Halfway through my loaf, a bell rang out. The majority of the people inside the cafeteria began to put their wooden trays away and file out, leaving naught but scarred veterans, wizened sorcerers, old mercenaries, and me.


Chapter 5 – Scars
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“You new here?” a grizzled voice said from behind my shoulder. A man bearing three long, jagged scars running from left ear to right cheek sat across from me. His facial hair tried to smother the scars, but still, they dominated his visage.

I should have been scared. I probably was, looking back on it. But for some reason, Prace’s statements echoed in my mind. Answer without thinking, and stick by it. With that mantra coursing through me, my emotions became immaterial.

“I’ve been here long enough to be annoyed by the question,” I said with the iron and conviction of a man four times my years.

The scarred man leaned in, appraised me, and rolled with laughter.

“You’re going to be alright, kid,” he said, and took a big bite of bread. “What’s your name?”

“Redlin. What’s yours?”

“Scars,” he said with a big smile, the smile of a shark. It would have been intimidating if I couldn’t see the bread stuffed into the corners of his mouth. I laughed at the expression, which made him smile bigger.

“Have you been here long enough to get sick of advice?” Scars asked.

I shook my head.

“When the morning bell sounds off, you’re supposed to be in training, unless you’ve qualified and just happen to be a returning member. Are you qualified?” he asked. I shook my head again.

“Then, I suggest you get moving,” he said.

His inflection made me trust the sincerity of his advice, and it led me to believe I was in trouble. I excused myself and rushed out of the cafeteria, leaving the tray and the food, as much as it pained me. I dashed into the hallways, which opened up like a maze. Unable to decipher the riddle of direction, I picked a corridor and ran. Just like that morning when I was looking for the cafeteria, I quickly got lost.

I’ve always been a slow learner, I suppose.

I maintained one direction and stuck with it. There were markings on the walls of varying colors and intensity, but I had no way to read them. I ignored them and kept moving through those hallways of bone.

My bravado slowly ebbed out from me as I became more and more lost. Every turn was a blow to my unearned confidence. The further I went, the more lost I became. Fear began to slowly fill me. I clung to the walls with lungs that felt constricted, wishing for escape.

And then I felt the wind.

I followed it, that gentle breeze. It smelled like life, like purity, and it was cold on my skin. I could see it as white wisps that were calling me, showing me the path to safety. I followed. It took me upstairs and through passageways. It grew stronger, and yet, remained gentle, like a father play fighting with his children.

Eventually, I ended up atop the walls of the fortress. That high up in the air, I saw everything. I saw the square training corridor, filled with recruits, and how each of the four corners hit the circular wall of Eilen; I saw a teacher waving his arms like a conductor; I saw women in purple robes darting through courtyards; I saw birds riding the breeze that brought me here. I stepped onto a battlement, feeling an ultimate sense of freedom. That high up, I was free.

And then the wind picked up.

It pushed me from behind with a sudden gust. I waved my arms to try to keep my balance but it was already too late. I went over the edge and began the long, long drop. Panic filled me and I flapped my arms again, to no avail. I kept falling. The cost of freedom was never free. I took one last look out on the courtyard to see if I’d be remembered for my idiocy. A few onlookers noticed me, and I still couldn’t tell you if it’s better to be remembered for being stupid or to not be remembered at all.

A hand grabbed my arm. My arm felt like it was ripped out of its socket, but I had stopped falling. I heard a ragged “Fuck!” from my savior and then felt him start pulling me up. I cleared the ledge and he tossed me to safer ground.

Spooked, I began to walk away, without even a word or look of thanks. His voice called out as I began to descend the stairs.

“Don’t follow the wind, kid. The gods are greedy.”

I returned into the building, eager to be on surer ground. Luckily for me, one of the training regiments had finished their exercise, and the hallways were now brimming with children of varying ages. I joined in, like a school of fish, and went with the tide.

Slowly, students bled off, leaving in clumps, as they went into their classrooms. I hadn’t noticed at first, but eventually, I was left with only a handful of students. They gave me awkward looks as they went into their classrooms and left me to my solitary fate.

The wind beckoned me and I told it to go fuck itself.


Interlude I
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“I’ve always heard tell that you were Samira’s chosen, until you weren’t,” Maya interrupted. The air shifted slightly, the buzz and drone stopping as Redlin did.

So far, she had listened with rapt attention, never asking questions, and letting the story take place. She had offered spiced wine, water, bread, honey, and a refreshed pipe, all to keep the story flowing, but this detail is where she chose to stop.

“That wouldn’t be her last time trying to kill me. Or, well maybe it was,” Redlin sighed. “But back then, I thought that maybe it was her first test for me. That she knew how things would go and tried to head them off at the pass, but that’s mostly my pride talking.”

“I also heard tell you lost your pride.”

“There’s lots of interesting things you can hear about a person,” Redlin said as he took a deep pull of the pipe. “A slighted teenage boy might describe a girl as a hag, a bitch, a liar, and a tease. That girl’s chosen boy might describe her as an angel, the most beautiful girl in all the land, the kindest person he’s ever met. Both are probably wrong. Our perceptions are our reality, until changed or challenged, and those are the stories we tell.

“Now apply that line of thinking to history, to legends, to me. Everyone has views on these things, and the most common views get written down and recorded in the annals of history. However, the victorious general is viewed in the lens of a boy in love. ‘The most beautiful, kindest, smartest’ and so on, while the losers of the conflict are recorded as prideful, evil, etcetera. History is full of preconceptions and biases, meaning that history is full of lies.”

Redlin blew a tuft of smoke out of the cabin and into the world. It dissipated upon the wind, fading to nothingness. He arched an eyebrow and looked at Maya. “Although I have met the most beautiful, and kindest, girl in all the land.”

“If you seek to flatter her, you’ll fail. I already told you that this biography is for the Archon and the Archon alone,” Maya said with the tease of a smile. She reached out for the pipe but Redlin raised it to his own lips, denying her.

“She’s dead,” he said with a sense of finality. “But, that doesn’t stop me from trying to flatter her.”

He handed her the pipe. For a moment, the world was silent. Redlin’s face was that of a funeral marcher. He took a deep inhale and the world returned to life.

“Where were we?”


Chapter 6 - Examination
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I’ll spare you more details of me stumbling around the fortress. Eventually, I did make it back to the cafeteria, once again looking for someone I knew. It didn’t really matter if it was the red-haired girl, Prace, Gare, or my newest companion, Scars. I told myself I was looking to pass the time, but really, I was looking for something to fill the hole in my chest.

I think my mind had subconsciously gone into a sort of self-protection routine where I could pretend this was merely a field trip and my father would return, but in the meantime, there was no use looking for him and I may as well make the most of my visit.

In the cafeteria, I did spot Gare, eating alone, as he was prone to do. I sat across from him and didn’t say anything.

“How’s your nightmare?” he asked. The excitement I had seen from him this morning seemed totally gone, and he had a blackened eye.

“Probably not as bad as yours. Are you okay?” I asked.

“No,” he said flatly.

“Want me to beat up whoever did it?” I asked, trying to make him feel better.

“I want to do it myself.”

“Well, I’ll be here if you need any help with it.”

I hadn’t expected him to truly take me up on that offer, but it’s one of my prouder moments. Compared to the stories of me they tell—the sorcery, the deaths, the revenge of the Justicars—this was far greater.

And gods be damned, he did smile at it.

We sat there for a few more minutes until the bells rang. He got up and motioned for me to follow him, so I did. He navigated through the halls on memory, but every once in a while he’d look up at the markings on those hallways of bone and nod to himself. He took me to a classroom. It was a small room, with ten tables that sat two each, and a final table in the front for the professor. Hanging on the wall was a green board with white chalk writing on it.

Mathematics - E

I had never heard the word before, and I wish I never had.

Students slowly filtered in and filled up the room, and a chorus of chatter surrounded us. I had already gleaned that Gare was not well liked, and I quickly realized that sitting next to him would lend me similar treatment.

I didn’t care. I told myself that their expectations and preconceptions could wither and die alongside their long-discarded compassion. Thought I meant it, too.

The snickering and whispers died as a man with a bald head and a great brown mustache entered. He came in stroking it like a grandmother plays with a cat, and his eyes settled on me.

“Gare, who is that sitting next to you?” the professor asked.

“I … I never asked your name,” Gare whispered to me.

“Redlin,” I said, loud enough for the professor to hear.

“And what is this ‘Redlin’ doing in my class?” the professor asked again.

“I—” Gare started.

“Sitting. Hopefully, learning,” I interrupted.

“You’re not assigned to my class.”

“No, but if you’ll have me, I’d like to learn,” I said.

His face beamed with happiness after I said it. We had tested each other ever so slightly, and then I had bowed to his knowledge. It’s something I’ve always been able to do, and something teachers—the ones I actually learned from, at least—have always appreciated.

However, I wish that exchange had been worth it. I sat in that class without a single idea of what the professor was talking about. I pretended to be taking in the information, nodded along, and even faked a moment of understanding with a slow, silent “ohh” after a particularly long and nonsensical string of numbers.

As class ended, all the students rose and began packing up their quills and paper. They rushed out of there, unafraid to show their lack of interest in the subject.

“Hold on a moment,” the mustached man said to Gare and me.

We approached the desk, which had scattered papers and scrawled notes in a way that only mathematicians can decipher.

“Gare, wait outside for me, please,” the instructor said kindly. When the door clicked shut quietly, he gave me an appraising look.

“You had no fucking idea what I was talking about, did you?” he asked.

“No,” I said simply.

“I had hopes you’d be a good student, but a good student asks questions when they’re confused.”

“I’m not sure what questions I should be asking, and I was hoping to figure those out,” I said.

“And the nodding? Those mouth movements? Don’t do that again,” he scolded me. “But, I do look forward to teaching you in the future. Ask the Mistress for one of my classes.”

I nodded and didn’t want to push the matter further, or even be in the same room as all those numbers. I relayed to Gare what the professor had told me, and he took the news with disinterest.

“What is ‘examination’?” I asked as he led me.

“We have people from all over, and we take all of them. Some kids come knowing stuff, and some have never even been taught their letters. The Mistress sees what you know, what you don’t. Eventually, she’ll ask you what you like doing, what you don’t like, what you’re good at, and what you’re not. I’m good at numbers, so I got put in that class.”

“Why do they do that?” I asked.

Gare shrugged and we kept walking. He led me to the staircases that I had walked up the previous day. Despite how much older he was, I wished it was Prace leading me. He had a calming effect on me, and looking up at the staircase to the wolf-headed door was something that always caused anxiety.

“Good luck,” Gare said as he turned and left.

I walked up the stairs feeling small and my heart beating a slow rhythm. When I arrived at the top, I knocked, and readied myself to face the mother of wolves.

“Enter,” the voice came.

Allesandra was seated at her desk with the grey light of a winter sky behind her. The addition of daylight had done nothing to diminish her harsh beauty. Instead of being an onyx gem beset in a crown of dark iron, she was beautiful ink on a dreary page.

“I’m not supposed to be here,” I said blankly.

“That’s my line, actually,” she said as she scribed away on papers lined up on her desk. “But, I suppose I can start your examination a day early. What do you know?”

“Not as much as I’d like,” I admitted.

“I was referring to what you knew about the process, but maybe you were too,” she said as she put the quill down. Her gaze, which had locked me to where I was standing, softened a bit.

“There are nine major course areas that we cover here:

“History, for those who don’t know it are doomed to repeat it; Philosophy, for knowing what’s right, what’s wrong, and when it matters; Religious studies, for knowing why we fight; Language and literacy, because the written word is infinitely longer lasting than the spoken one.

“Alchemy, for knowing what will heal and what will kill; Medicine, for when you make a mistake during alchemy or military; Mathematics, for reducing mistakes in military and alchemical ordeals; Military, for war is what we do.” Alessandra listed them all off and raised a finger for each field.

“That was only eight, you said nine,” I probed.

“The final one is called Shattering. Have you heard of it?” she asked.

I shook my head.

“I figured. The ninth class is saved for those sworn to Balin and proven many times over. Don’t worry about it too much, Redlin. Instead, answer these questions. Who betrayed Barodane Ironlight?”

“No one, he betrayed himself,” I said automatically.

“Who taught you that?”

“My mother.”

“Well, your mother is correct. Did she tell you about other important events?”

“To an extent,” I said cautiously.

She scribbled something down.

“Is this world real?” she asked next.

“Yes?”

“What makes you so sure?”

I stomped my foot down and felt the floor beneath it, and I touched the wall behind me. I shrugged and she smiled.

“I hate testing for philosophy. That answer could be from someone with no training or from Idine himself. I suppose it can’t be helped. Can you list the Pantheon of gods?”

“Tidur, god of fire; Samira, goddess of storms; Odis, god of earth; Balin, god of ice; Reign, god of light and leader of the Pantheon,” I said, just as mother had taught me.

“What’s a Herald?”

I looked down at my boots, unable to answer.

“Redlin, there’s absolutely no reason to feel bad about not knowing something you were never taught. What we’re aiming to do here is find out what you need to be taught. Now, do you know your letters?”

I nodded, still feeling a slight pang of shame about not knowing what a “Herald” was.

“Ever heard of Lamb’s Seed? Red Tears?”

I shook my head and hated hearing the sound of quill on parchment.

“One time, a red-haired boy managed to spy on an examination, learn the answers to the questions, and then parrot them back to me. I hated every minute of having him here—be glad you’re not like him,” she said. I nodded again.

“Do you know how to stitch a wound? Or a shirt?” she asked. I nodded, once again thanks to my mother.

“And sums? Subtractions? Numbers?”

“No idea, and please don’t send me to them.”

“Well, the only remaining field is military matters, and you may pray for mathematics after. Before going into that, I want to show you what I’ve been writing. I believe in an open-door policy.”

I had no idea that Allesandra was lying through her teeth, but I believed it in that minute. She showed me the list of subjects, all written in beautiful, practiced strokes that ended in question marks beside them.

History - A

Philosophy - A

Medicine - C

Religion - C

Literacy - C

Alchemy - C

Mathematics - C

“Do you know what the Cs and the As mean?” Allesandra asked me as I read. I shook my head once more.

“There are three different levels of understanding: C for conscript, the basic of the basic; A for adept, the moderately skilled, those who won’t make a fool of themselves if the subject arises in conversation; E is for experts. Obviously, these rudimentary questions in no way confirm that you deserve that ranking, but it’s my best guess for now. Each year, our professors teach a class for six months. Unfortunately, classes have already been going for one of those six, so you’re already behind. What we do for new arrivals is determine what level of class you should be in and then assign a Cleaner to you. Cleaners get students caught up on what they’ve missed; think of them as tutors. That was a lot of information I just threw at you, are you still following?”

I nodded, even though I was lost. My father used to tell me tales about legendary figures such as Yedan Derryg, Tehol, and all sorts of legends, and I never knew what he was talking about but I just faked it until I did. Understanding, like confidence, is sometimes only gained by faking it.

“Every student takes four academic classes and four military classes, because once again, war is what we do. I’d like you to take this list of classes,” she said as she handed me eight different pieces of paper. “Think about them overnight, and bring them back to me tomorrow. Can you do that?”

I nodded, began to turn around, and asked, “How do I get back to my room?”


Chapter 7 - Two Sides
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Prace escorted me back to my room. Somehow, Allesandra had called him to us, although I never figured out how she had that ability. It was like she’d reached out to his soul and brought him there.

His eyes darted from room to room as we walked. My questions bounced off him, unable to stick. He had an odd habit of being nervous during the day and a comforting figure at night, but that was something I had yet to discover. His nervousness overfilled him and poured into me, and I pondered over the questions that Allesandra had asked. Had I failed? Was I to be left in the woods, abandoned again?

Prace didn’t say anything when we arrived in my room, but he did put a steadying hand upon my shoulder. It wasn’t much, but for some reason, it brought tears to my eyes. If he saw them, he didn’t say anything, and he left me to my solitude.

I thought, as young boys are prone to do. My ruminations were shallow and when my mind wandered to deeper hurts, I retracted it. But, like running fingers over scars, it’s hard to stop. I began to hate my father, my mother, my entire family. How could they have sent me there? Why me? Visions of them laughing and playing games without me flooded me. I tried to staunch the flow, but they came all the same.

Sleep pulled at me so I rose and began to pace. I did not want to have my roommates come in and see me sleeping after a long day of them training and studying. Each step had the added benefit of helping me take a little bit of anger out on the stones anyway. The wind blew a gentle breeze upon me as I walked and it brought the scent of lilac. I paused and looked out the window. The cold, pale sun shone down upon empty grounds.

“Why aren’t you napping?” one of my roommates said as he walked in. He was sturdy, built like a house, and had a shaved head. “Word of advice, new kid, always get rest when you can.”

He clambered into his bed and put a sleeping mask over his eyes.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Redlin,” I said. He didn’t respond so I prodded by asking him his.

“Malcolm, or Colm, if you’re not Gare,” he offered.

“Why don’t you like Gare?”

“That’s like asking someone why they don’t like smelling shit. Gare is annoying. Always complaining, never doing anything about it. You could piss in his boots and he’d complain about the rain. Me and Rohan are trying to show him how to be a man,” the boy said.

Malcolm’s words rang false, even though I hadn’t been there long, but internal thoughts are worth nothing when unvoiced. A man seeing a criminal run away without yelling “Stop!” is an accomplice, and he may not be as guilty as the criminal himself, but he bears some of the burden. So, too, did I bear a burden in Gare’s torment.

Malcolm went to sleep and I resumed my pacing.

Shortly after, another boy walked in. He was tall and lanky with long brown hair.

“Why aren’t you napping?” he whispered. He had to duck his head under the doorway as he entered.

I shrugged and he shrugged back. He climbed into his bed, turned once, and fell asleep. I, as is my nature, resumed my pacing. The lanky one must have been Rohan, I surmised.

I had paced for maybe twenty minutes before I felt the call of sleep return. I carried on with my pacing out of stubbornness. My mind often drifted to the red-haired girl. Crushes can be suffocating, but I was glad for the distraction.

“Why aren’t you napping?” Gare asked, his voice slightly above a whisper.

“Samira’s tits, Gare, what the fuck is wrong with you?” Malcolm asked groggily. “Can’t you see I’m sleeping here?”

“Sorry,” Gare whispered. His eyes were downcast.

“Sorry doesn’t get me back to sleep,” Rohan griped. He turned twice, let out an exasperated sigh, and clambered out of bed.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“Anywhere he isn’t,” he replied. “You coming?”

I looked at Gare, who still had his eyes on the floor. Maybe there was truth in the words about him being unable to stand up for himself.

“I don’t mind,” was all he said.

So I followed. Malcolm came along as well, pushing past me to walk side by side with Rohan.

“Can’t believe him,” Malcolm said.

“He’s pathetic, it’s undeniable.”

“Makes us all look bad.”

“Also true.”

“What are we gonna do about it?” Malcolm asked.

“Hmm,” Rohan said as he scratched at the back of his hand. “We can’t let it go unpunished or else he’ll do it again.”

“Can’t you just tell him to be quieter?” I asked.

Both of them stopped and looked at me like I had just stripped naked and preached about the doom of the world. They didn’t bother with a response, just kept walking. I followed, which I was getting sick of.

They led through the bone-esque hallways without explaining where they were going. Slowly, the hallways became more and more crowded, eventually graduating to the point where we had to gently push people out of our way. There were curses and glares flung at us, and I nearly got crushed a few times as the bigger teenagers returned to their original position once Malcolm and Rohan had gotten past.

I almost missed it when the other two turned right into a classroom. I fought through, feeling mildly suffocated, and joined them. It was like getting a breath of fresh air after being underwater too long.

Inside was a medium-sized room, good for thirty students or so, and up front were four kids formed in a circle. Two boys, shorter than Rohan but taller than myself and Malcolm, and two girls, one blond and one brunette, were huddled over something. They parted easily for the pair but reluctantly for me.

In between us was a small knife, facing away from me, four silver coins, and a chunk of wood.

“Finally,” one of the boys said with exasperation.

“Yeah, yeah.” Malcolm tossed a silver coin into the small pile and it landed with a tink.

“Save the complaining for when you lose,” Rohan said, chipping in a coin as well.

“What about the new kid?” another boy asked.

“What about him? This isn’t a whorehouse where you have to pay to watch. Are we doing this or what?” Malcolm said.

“Doesn’t matter to me,” the brown-haired girl replied. She had wolf-like features that promised to seek out weakness and exploit it. “Announce your intentions.”

“Blade,” Rohan declared.

“Shield,” Malcolm said with a slight crack in his voice.

“Blade.”

“Shield.”

“Shield.”

“Shield.”

I had no idea what was happening, but they prattled out their intentions like a woman at a market buying fruit. After they made these statements, they turned from each other and scribbled something on scraps of paper. Rohan elbowed a boy in the ribs who had slightly turned to try to get a peek.

“Reveal,” the wolf-like girl said.

All six spun around. Rohan and Malcolm had each drawn a picture of a dagger. One of the boys had drawn a coin. The remaining players had drawn shields.

“You’re an idiot,” Malcolm said to the boy who had drawn a coin.

“Whatever. One day I’m going to catch you off guard.” He rubbed the back of his hand.

“Moving on,” the leader commanded. “Announce.”

A similar chorus of “blade” and “shield” came out. When the reveal happened, Malcolm and the leader had both drawn a knife while the rest of the group had drawn shields. Malcolm and the girl swore, looked at each other sheepishly, and took a half step back.

“Announce,” Rohan said.

Rohan announced “coin” while the remaining two announced “shield”. When they revealed their drawings, they all had daggers.

“Fuck,” one of the kids said.

“Fuck,” Rohan agreed. The participants who had taken a step back closed back in.

“New kid in?” one of the girls asked.

“Yeah, works best with seven anyway,” Rohan said as he tossed a coin in the pile. “Come on in, Redlin.” He tore a few scraps of paper and handed them to me with a pencil. My mouth was suddenly dry and my stomach a wind-filled valley. It’s funny, what anxiety can do to the body, and even funnier what can trigger it. Facing down a new group by playing a game I didn’t really understand filled me with a nervous fear.

“Ready?” the girl with the canine features asked.

I nodded with a head void of thoughts and a tongue made of ash.

“Announce,” she commanded.

“Coin,” Rohan, on my left, said.

The chorus of “coin”, “blade”, and “shield” rang out, and when it got to me I said, “Coin.” It garnered a few looks of mistrust and a raised eyebrow or two, but no one said anything, and for that I was grateful.

Everyone turned around and started scribbling so I followed suit. I drew a blade, mainly because I thought that my drawing of a coin or a shield could be confused for each other. When we turned around and revealed, there were four additional knives and two shields, drawn by Malcolm and one of the boys.

“First round and already lying. I think you’ll fit in just fine.” Rohan smiled. Malcolm didn’t share his amusement. I shrugged at both of them, trying to pretend I had been there before.

“Announce,” the wolf-like girl cut through the chatter. She treated the game as if it was all that mattered in the world. In truth, it felt that way. I would go on to hold relics more valuable than the fortress itself, but what is wealth? A measure of how much people value something? If so, those relics were paltry goods compared to how much she valued those seven silver coins.

Two blades and two shields were announced and it was on me, so I went the way the others didn’t. This time, I said it with sincerity. I didn’t want to win, not on my first go around, and not on borrowed coin. I just wanted to bow out gracefully, having made it to the second round. I drew a coin, even gave it a little gleam in the top right corner for my own amusement.

When we revealed our drawings, there were four shields and my coin.

Rohan, Malcolm, and one of the other boys started laughing immediately. The leader had a combination of bemusement and annoyance on her face, the one of a mother cleaning up after her child after they had discovered a new way to cause chaos. She scooped up the coins and slapped them into my palm.

“Colm, bring him back next time,” she said to my roommate. “I want to see if he’s smart, lucky, or dumb.”

-

With an arm bruised by friendly punches from Rohan and Malcolm and pockets full of coin, I ate with my roommates. The smell of lamb simmering in a pot with rosemary had filled the mess hall, the fire from the hearth provided a blanket of warmth, and my new friends were smiling. While they may have been harsh to Gare, they were nice to me, in their own way. It was a good day.

I saw Gare, eating alone. I waved him over but he smiled ruefully, shook his head, and left. I shrugged it off and continued to enjoy my afternoon, but I kept drifting to the image of his half-eaten tray.

“So, what classes are you taking?” Rohan asked, snapping me out of my stupor.

“Oh!” I said, and pulled out the eight lists that Alessandra had given me. “I got this list today. I’m not sure what to take.”

Rohan and Malcolm swiped the papers from my hands. Rohan snorted with disdain at a lot of the classes and started to prattle on before Malcolm stopped him.

“We’re here to guide the kid, not dictate to him.”

“Speak for yourself, I’m here to become a Vanguard and get somewhere warm,” Rohan said.

“Anyway,” I said, swiping the papers back. “What do you suggest?”

“It depends, Redlin. What do you want out of life?” Rohan asked.

I didn’t have an answer. Who would to such a question, at such a young age? I didn’t even know what we trained for, other than the vague notion of “war” that Allesandra had hinted at. Did I want war? Did I want to be a scholar? A layman? I truly did not know. I was unmolded clay yearning for a purpose.

No, that’s not fair to say. I didn’t want to look for enlightenment. I wanted to want to look for motivation. I wanted to want the impetus that drove the legends that I had heard about, but I just didn’t have it. I wanted to be the specks of dust that danced in the sunlight. I wanted to be the drops of rain that fell upon the earth. I wanted to not need to rely on people.

“I don’t want to be weak,” I said. The words had formed and left on their own, in a power that was not mine. I shuddered and felt tainted.

“If that’s the case, get to be an adept in all of the classes,” Rohan offered. “Once you have that, and have taken two classes from each subject, the headmaster will allow you to pick a specialty. She prefers that you have four classes from each subject—she really wants to make sure students live up to their potential—but if you know what you want she’ll make an exception.”

“Besides, only the smartest and most passionate of each category are allowed to become scholars,” Malcolm said.

“Hence why our boy here wants to become a soldier and fuck off,” Rohan said.

Malcolm made a gesture like he was playing with himself and flecked crumbs at Rohan when he finished.

“Four classes and four military,” I mused as they devolved into their seated wrestling. My history and philosophy were already at an adept level, and truth be told, I didn’t have any passion towards them. I liked stories, but only when they were fictional. The feeling of being absconded by words and transported by imagery was something historical retellings had never done for me, but simple tales of farm boys saving the world were always good to set my mind aflame.

Eyes set on getting my conscript-level classes to adept so I could specialize, I examined my options. Religion, alchemy, literacy, and mathematics. I understood why I was conscript level in alchemy and mathematics, but I had some basis of understanding for the other two.

“Hey …” I started, interrupting their interlocked, buck-esque squabble. “Why am I not in the adept level for religion and literacy?”

“Three things rule the world, Redlin: gods, swords, and stories. Always have and always will. Headmistress wants to leave no stone unturned for those three, as I understand it,” Rohan said, looking up at me from four arms.

I nodded as if I understood what drove the world, what drove us as people. As I look back at the folly of “my” war, I see that I was simply a child flailing with weapons too large for me to wield and concepts too large to grasp. In many ways, I still am. But, wisdom had its way of appearing.

“Why does she want that?”

“Why does anyone want power?” Rohan asked in retort. “Maybe she had a bad past and refuses to feel that way ever again. Maybe she wants to make the world a better place. Maybe she’s a selfish bitch. Who knows, her motive isn’t my concern.”

“Then why stay?” I asked.

“Where would I go? Out into the frozen hellscapes? Besides, it’s not like it’s bad here. They teach us skills and show us how to live, and a rising tide raises all ships. If the Headmistress came to me personally and asked me to kill for her, I’d do it.”

“What if she asked you to die for her?” Malcolm asked.

“Then I’d tell her to go use Malcolm,” Rohan replied. The two of them laughed, but I wondered what the real answer would be. They went back to wolfing down their food while I looked through the classes. The conscript classes for religion had three options: Understanding the Pantheon, Reading the Symphony, Understanding Balin.

“I’m in the Pantheon class,” Rohan said. “Second bell.”

“Second bell?” I asked.

“You know, what time we’re supposed to be there?”

“Oh, right. Sorry,” I said. I took out the pencil I’d been given to play the gambling game and underlined the Pantheon class and notated second bell.

“What else you got?” Malcolm asked.

“I need a mathematics, a philosophy, an alchemy, and a literacy class,” I said.

“I’m also in Surviving off the Land for alchemy, fifth bell,” Rohan said. I highlighted it without much thought.

“I’m in Intro Mathematics, first bell.” Malcolm pointed at my sheet. “And War and the Human Mind. Third bell.” I highlighted both.

“Hey, odd question, but do either of you have any classes with a girl with red hair?” I asked. I felt a blush rising in my cheeks and I prayed it wasn’t showing.

“Why, Redlin,” Rohan said, eyebrow arched. “Do you have a crush on someone?”

“I just met her. She seemed … interesting,” I said sheepishly.

“Word of advice.” Malcolm bit off more food and spoke with his mouth full. “This is a terrible place to find love.”

“Tell that to Lyra,” Rohan said.

Malcolm turned mildly red before coughing and covering his cheeks.

“Wouldn’t any place be a tough place to find love when you look like Malcolm?” I asked, both trying to cover for him and rib him at the same time.

“I knew I liked you,” Rohan said. “Not like he’s looking for ‘love’ anyway, more like a quick fuck. But no, I don’t have any classes with mysterious red-headed girls.”

“Neither do I,” Malcolm agreed.

“Ah, forget I mentioned it,” I said. I looked through the rest of the classes while Rohan and Malcolm continued to bicker. The list was longer, with ten options, most of them based on composition and comprehension, but I couldn’t take my eyes off The Stories of the World. Luckily, it had a fourth bell slot, so I underlined it.

That filled me for academic classes, so I turned over the remaining two pages, both for military. For conscripts, the only option was the order in which you took it. There was Fitness, Martial Training, Equipment Maintenance, and Strategy. I signed up for the Fitness and Martial Training classes that matched Rohan and made the other two work for my evening classes.

The loud, deep noise of the bell rang out, and the students in the mess hall began to filter out.

“Good luck,” Rohan said as the two of them rose. “And enjoy your last day of freedom.”


Chapter 8 - Into the Void
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I returned to the dorm, without getting lost this time, and lay down for a nap. Even though I didn’t have anything to spend it on, the coins I had won comforted me as they jingled in my pockets. I hadn’t thought about my family, I had begun the process of making friends, and a girl pervaded my thoughts. It was all a young boy needed to feel happiness.

My dreams were not so happy.

I walked through a beach of grey sands and reddened waters. The waves lapped lazily on the shore, like a sated lion tracking prey out of habit instead of hunger. The sky was as dreary as the sand, grey as well, and when I looked to the horizon, I couldn’t tell where the land met the sky. Away from the beach stood a small, decrepit shack. Without being able to gauge the distance, I approached. The air was utterly still as I walked, devoid of both life and warmth. We tend to think of air as nothingness, but once you’ve breathed in the void, you realize how wrong you are.

I walked through the emptiness with only the gentle sound of the tide behind me. The closer I got to the shack, the quieter the waves became, and the more muted everything became. It would not take long to go mad in this nothingness. I persisted regardless.

Brave little Redlin, walking without a destination, without a purpose.

Its voice was sweet and it came from nowhere. I kept walking.

Just like with your father.

I kept walking.

Just like you will over their graves.

I kept walking.

Just like—

The screech of a falcon erupted from the heavens and the ground beneath me shook. The voice in my head let out a hiss like hot iron thrust into a blacksmith’s waters. The sweetness from its voice was gone, its true nature revealed, and I could see the silhouette of its form near me. Its lower half was a fleshy mass, fused together, and its spine was curved at a horrible angle. The creature’s arms were stubby, bent at the elbow, and its clawed hands kept near its central mass. The head was elongated and narrow and it resembled a mushroom. Its face was shaded, but when I peered closer I recognized it.

It was my mother’s.

Give us a kiss, it said as its voice and body began to fade into the void. Beware the rising gale.

I kept walking.

I reached the shack and touched the door’s handle. There was some sort of presence inside the building—a malignant entity—and our minds melded. A myriad of emotions not my own enveloped me: hope, dread, and a yearning for the escape from this plane.

The handle turned. My hand was on it, but I don’t know if I drove it or if the shack’s inhabitant did. The silver was startlingly cold, so cold it felt like my hand was burning. Rusted hinges groaned. A smell of decay wafted through the shack. I pushed the door open.

I woke up in a cold sweat.

The winds of winter were blowing in from the window, and after thinking they were gone forever, I appreciated that bitter chill. They were far from comfortable, but they reminded me that I was alive. Life may be full of hardships, but it’s better than the alternative. Better than that.

Malcolm, Rohan, and Gare were not in the room and feeling a desire to get out of the room and shake off the dream, I walked into the bone-white hallways. Two students walked, talking amongst themselves. After being exposed to the emptiness of the void, those words were like a candle in a dark hallway. I followed them, from a distance, and slowly my unease left my body. My shoulders dropped from their raised state and I took deeper breaths. By the time I was fully at ease, they had walked into a hallway that split into two directions. I followed them.

They had entered the room before the bath. They were naked, and I was unaccustomed to nudity. I was fourteen years old and embarrassed. The slightly older children I had followed were apparently used to the routine and didn’t slow down, but they did glance back at me. Somehow, despite them being naked and me clothed, I was humiliated. My cheeks reddened and I turned around and left.

Back into the hallways. I, as well as most people, have always been prone to making the same mistake, over and over again. I was lost, again. I was a moth who had been drawn into the flame—with words being the lure instead of light—and was now alone. I couldn’t be, not after that dream. The being in my nightmare began to plague me again in imagined sightings, its words creeping back into my brain. With no other options, I went back into the changing room.

The two older boys had left, so stripping down was easier. I grabbed a towel from the bundle and entered into the bath.

A smattering of conversations surrounded the room and to my reeling mind was like food for a starving man. The room was large and had a multitude of pools of water hot enough to make steam. I found one without anyone else and went into it.

The water was hot and smelled faintly of vanilla. My two greatest weaknesses, excluding optimism, cynicism, and drink, are warm water and vanilla. I instantly fell in love with the discovery. I could have stayed there until I was dead and I would have decreed it a good life. My muscles relaxed all at once, as well as my mind. The laughing and clamor around me made for surprisingly pleasant background noise. I forgot my bad dreams. The aroma of steam and sweetness was like a drug. I lolled my head back to rest against the wall behind me and could see snow cascading gently outside the high glass ceiling.

Gods only know how long I stayed there for. Longer than is wise, surely, for when I rose I had to fight not to fall over. My vision went black and my head was full of a pleasant buzzing that dulled my senses. I stumbled, righted myself, and fled back to the changing room. Even while changing, having a body warmed from water, smelling wafts of vanilla, and fighting to not fall over was a pleasant enough combination. Luckily I was in solitude and no one saw me change or laugh as I fell over putting on my pants. Freshly dressed and head clearing, I did my best to navigate the halls and get back to the dorm.

Would you believe me when I say I found my way back?

Thankful for luck and good fortune, I fell asleep once again, my mind cleared of the nightmares. I had no dreams during that slumber, just a perfect blackness.

No dreams during that nap, but I did wake to an argument.

“You keep waking me up and I’m going to kill you,” Malcolm said.

It was dark in the room, lit only by the flickering flame from the hallway. In the door was Gare’s silhouette, hunched over as usual. Even in the darkness I could tell he looked ready to collapse.

“I’m sorry,” he muttered.

“Quit being sorry,” Malcolm said. He rose and bumped into Gare, knocking him over and into the door. “Just be fucking smarter.”

Malcolm walked into the hallway and vanished. Gare’s head slumped down to his chest and he rubbed at his knuckles absentmindedly.

“Hey, Gare,” I said. “Can you take me to the mess hall?”

I probably could have found my way on my own, and I liked the idea of that challenge, but something about the way he stood in that door broke my heart. I wasn’t confident enough to stand up to my roommates for him, but being kind cost me nothing. Kindness is something that should always be actioned; letting moments live without it is damning in itself. It’s a shame I became a role model for the things I’ve done instead of becoming a tale of warning for the things I didn’t do.

“Alright,” he said, turning around. As I went to join him, he widened the opening of the door, letting in more light. When Rohan grumbled, Gare winced, like a dog waiting for a blow from its abusive master.

He let out a sigh of heavy relief when we got a few feet away from our room. His hands had a slight tremor.

“They’re not so bad,” I disagreed, recalling how they took me gambling.

“To you they’re not,” he said.

I didn’t have anything to say to that. If Gare detested my silence, or was angry at me, he didn’t show it. Instead, he walked on, head still slumped, but offering no condemnation of my choices.

We made it to the sparsely filled dining hall. Naturally, I did my cursory inspection for the red-haired girl, but she was as absent as ever. Scars, however, was sitting at a far table. He was with a group of full-grown men. They laughed raucously, the distilled image of a chaotic life. He toasted a mug in my direction and I nodded to him.

“You make friends fast,” Gare said, a mixture of sadness and jealousy flavoring his voice.

“I’m not sure I can call him a friend.”

“What would you call him then?”

“A fellow prisoner. We’re all in this nightmare of Eilen together, right?” I said as I elbowed his shoulder. “Come on, I’m starving.”

The pickings were slim, which was a rarity for Eilen’s mess hall. Even on winter nights you could find rich bastions of meat and bread, and sometimes even grapes and pears, which were a delicacy at that time of year. That day, however, the offerings matched Gare’s mood. I took some old bread and some cold pheasant and ate, remembering how we would occasionally have cold meat when I lived with my family.

“You alright?” Gare asked, genuine concern on his face instead of his well-justified sadness.

“Yeah,” I said. “I should ask you that, you look like you’ve been getting beaten every day.”

“Some of those martial classes aren’t anything to joke about,” Gare said with a rueful laugh. “It just … it’s hard. Dealing with everything. I never knew my dad, and my mom died when I was little. My sister raised me, and I thought we would be family forever.” Gare put his hands on the table and started playing with them, forging them into intricate interlocked patterns. “She’s the one who taught me how to do this.” He showed me his name spelled out on his fingers.

“And then she fucking sold me to become a Wolf of Eilen.”

His hands separated and went underneath the table.

“She sold me, she fucking sold me, and now every day I take classes about things I don’t understand, get yelled at by my instructor, come ‘home’ to the room, get yelled at by Rohan and Malcolm, go to military-based classes, get beaten by students and instructors alike, and then come back ‘home’ for more with Rohan and Malcolm. I just …” Gare said. His voice had raised in pitch as he spoke, but he stopped and put his hands to the back of his head and covered his face with his forearms.

“I just want to be dead.”

Without thinking, I grabbed his forearms and pulled them down. He had just started to cry, his milky-blue eyes watering.

“I’m sorry this nightmare is so bad,” I said, my brain desperately searching for anything to help. “Feelings pass, nightmares fade. Stay strong and you can get through it.”

Gare offered a half smile, wiped his tears away and nodded.

I wish I had something better to say. Someone drowning takes no actual comfort from hearing “it’ll pass”, especially when the end is not in sight. His smile, however, convinced me I was helping, but really he had just wanted me to stop speaking, to stop offering platitudes. Such is life, so it goes.

We finished eating and returned back to the dorm while we exchanged a meager amount of small talk. Eager to escape the responsibility of Gare’s admittances, I climbed into bed and imagined holding myself underwater until I fell asleep.


Chapter 9 - The Classes We Take
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I had a dream that I was a falcon, flying over winter wastelands. I soared through the skies with a sense of freedom that us mere humans could never understand. Plumes of snow danced around me, admiring me as they drifted. I woke when a bolt of lightning struck me down.

I bolted upright, if you’ll excuse the pun, and found the sun was already shining through the windows and my roommates had already left for the day. I got up, stretched, counted to one hundred, got bored, and walked into the hallway. I ran smack into Prace.

“I was looking for you, Allesandra is ready for your enrollments,” he said. His eyes were back to being kind after our last exchange of limited talking and awkwardness. I fell in line behind him.

“How are you liking it here?” he asked.

“It’s too early to tell.” I tightened my mother’s scarf. “People keep asking me what I want to be, where do I see myself, but I just want to live.”

“Ah, a tale of no ambition. That’s how you end up as a guard.” His whiskered face broke out into a smile.

“I wouldn’t say that,” I said, brushing against the walls.

“I’m just kidding. Ambitions, dreams, drive, all of these things will find their way to you. But for now, you should just try to enjoy life and learn,” he said, his eyes reliving distant memories. “Besides, being a guard isn’t so bad.”

Students we passed by gave us a wide berth as we traveled to Allesandra’s office. Typically, those getting walked by a guard to the front office were either new recruits or students in trouble, and both garnered an extreme level of sympathy. I received a mixture of expressions: averted eyes, respectful nods, a few head shakes, and one over-the-top salute. I pretended I didn’t notice all the reactions, but the salute made me swallow a laugh.

The crowd thinned as we reached the staircase that led to her office. The air was always colder there, more still, less alive. A lesser version of the grey beach I had dreamed about.

“What classes do you have picked out?” Prace asked.

I showed him the list. It wasn’t like I was the one who picked them; that was mostly Malcolm and Rohan’s doing, so I didn’t have much faith in my selections.

“Oh, he’s a prick,” Prace mused, looking at one of the instructors.

“You were a student here?” I asked as we climbed.

“Of course. Eilen has been around for a long, long time.”

“Any advice?”

“My first piece would be ‘never be afraid to ask for advice’,” Prace said with a chuckle. “But you seem to already have that part covered. Still, people love to give advice, it makes them feel smart, and sometimes it’s even helpful, so never be afraid to ask. My other two pieces of advice would be to seek friends, and find one thing and get really good at it. Those who don’t end up as guards, or worse, soldiers.”

“Or even worse, teachers,” a voice called from above. He had just exited Allesandra’s office, and our voices must have carried up the stairs as he was still far away. The figure was tall, dressed in blue robes, and had cheeks that were so sunken, I could spot them from the middle of the stairs. “Forever the most underappreciated, under-listened-to, and under-respected.”

He began his descent and stopped when he was shoulder to shoulder with Prace.

“Best we leave the massaging of minds to the experts, don’t you think, Master Prace?”

Prace didn’t respond, we just continued our walk. I looked back at the blue-robed figure. He didn’t.

“That was the instructor I said was a prick,” Prace whispered.

“And he’ll be teaching me?”

“You have my condolences.”

We arrived at the top of the stairs and the cheery demeanor dropped to stoicism. Prace knocked twice and opened the door in a swaying way so that he never looked inside Allesandra’s office.

The air, already heavy and cold, turned arctic. I could see my breath plume on each exhale. My knees felt locked and I didn’t want to enter.

“Come in, Redlin,” Allesandra’s voice called from inside.

It was slightly dark and—despite the auspiciousness of the office—felt cramped. Every time you sat across from Allesandra in her seat of power, you felt like you were entering the defendant’s stand. Her eyes, magnetic and a blue so powerful they almost glowed, had an enrapturing effect.

“So, here we are again,” she started as I sat down. “Life sure has a funny way of repeating itself.”

“My dad used to say that to get good at something, you’d have to make the same mistake over and over again,” I said.

“Not incorrect. Mistakes and vices are the two things that people can never seem to avoid. Once someone has tumbled into a particular pitfall, they’re bound to descend into it over and over again, no matter how many times they claw themselves out.” Allesandra smiled and wrote something down. “But we’re not here to discuss failures and the futility of human life, not yet anyway. Did you look through the list of classes?”

I nodded and handed over my selections.

“Intro Mathematics, Pantheon, War and Mind, Surviving off the Land,” Allesandra said to herself as she read them off. She took out four scripts of paper and wrote as she talked, her eyes still on me as her hand glided. “Present these to your instructors when you arrive for your class. They will give you a more in-depth test, see where your strengths and weaknesses lie, and then assign you a tutor to catch you up to the rest of the class. Fortunately for you, classes haven’t been running long this season, so it shouldn’t take much.”

She handed the scripts over, the handwriting on them elegant and swirling, and then began to examine my physical afternoon-based classes. As she read through the selections, she pulled out a small sheet of lambskin and a needle.

“Prick your thumb and smear some blood on the wool, please.”

It takes a small amount of mental fortitude to be able to injure yourself to the point of bleeding, and if you haven’t done it before, then it’s even harder to fight the instinct of self-preservation. With her voice, however, it felt inexplicably easy to do it after the command. I pricked my thumb, and when blood welled up, I smeared it across the wool.

The blood simmered, made a small bubbling noise, and turned green, then black, then grey. My blood had glowed as it changed, all of which set me on edge. I braced for an explosion of magical flame.

If Allesandra was surprised, she didn’t show it. All she had was a mite of disappointment, but she did write one thing on the script for martial classes: 1H. Without explaining, she handed me back all of my selections.

“Do me a favor, would you, Redlin? When you imagine fighting, try to think of yourself using ice as your companion. Would you do that for me?” she asked.

I nodded, not fully sure what she meant, but figured imagination couldn’t hurt anything.

“You’re officially a conscript for Eilen. Go with pride, Redlin, and I welcome you to our institute,” she said.

I stood up, and for some reason, bowed. She laughed, a gentle thing, and it made me feel at home. I nearly skipped out of the room to go rejoin Prace.

“How’d it go?” he asked as we descended.

“Good, I guess,” I said. “Are you able to show me how to get to my classes?”

Prace chuckled, and the laugh reverberated all along the stairway walls. “Yeah, I remember being lost in this damn place every day when I first got here. Something they do to the new kids, I think. Shows them that they can’t always figure things out on their own, but they should try. C’mon.”

He showed me through those chalky-white hallways, chatting amicably, and pointing out how the colorations and markings worked. The colors represented fields of study, and the markings represented what level of classes were being taught. As a rule of thumb, the closer to the mess hall you were, the more stringent the classes. Of course, Eilen was no exception to the “every rule has an exception” saying, but it was a good general guideline. Prace implied it was a boon given to the most studious, or most gifted students and professors, but I’ve always thought that it was designed to teach new recruits the ability to navigate without help.

He showed me “the Hive”, the location essentially in the center of Eilen with ten branching hallways. The directions they led to were segregated, one for the mess hall and dorms, one for the library, seven for the major areas of study, and one that led outside for the militia classes.

Even though it was in the middle of a learning period, the Hive was crowded, which it always was. It was like the watering hole for animals, or the Dripping Bucket for travelers along the imperial highway. It was a place that rivaled the grand halls of Dupree in intrigue, the stage of Auda in drama, and the deafening sounds of the Indomitable’s war drums. It was where reputations were born and where they died. All in all, it was just like the lobby of any other school.

“You’ll grow to love it,” Prace said above the din of the chaos as rivers of students passed us by like ants on a mission. I did not. I doubted it when he said it, and I was right.

We made our way forward into the library, gently pushing and bumping soldiers with that chaotic mass of students. Despite the heat, volume, and chaos, the moment we entered the library it all faded away into a cool serenity. I looked around to make sure we hadn’t been magically transported.

“Some people say it’s all just acoustics,” Prace whispered. “I still think it’s some sort of magic.”

“Magic” is, or rather, was, certainly a fitting word for Eilen’s library. It was dark, with soft orange lights scattered about; quiet, but not lifeless, perfumed in the scent of a rained-on forest, but not overpoweringly so; and absolutely full of literature. The room was massive and was comprised of corridors and smaller chair-and-blanket-equipped nooks that you could hide away in. It was a treasure trove and my mind boggled at the amount of information, the amount of stories, kept inside its walls.

“How many?” I asked with breathless wonder.

“Books?” Prace asked, scratching his chin. “Hard to say. I tried to count once, rough estimates of course, but I gave up when I got past ten thousand and had covered maybe a quarter of it.”

Forty thousand books. I saw signs posted for history, religion, fictional stories, and a myriad of other collections. The sheer amount of information contained in Eilen’s library would take a hundred lifetimes to take in. Twenty-five lifetimes, if you devoted your entire life to nothing but the consumption of knowledge.

I went into the fiction section and picked up a book that was thicker than my torso. Alwyn Scribe & The Second Scourge, it was red and featured a knight walking out of flames. I looked up at Prace with the feeling like I was committing theft merely by holding it. He scooped it up, flipped through it, and gently closed it.

“Technically, you’d need to already be in classes to borrow a book.” He handed it back to me. With a mite of disappointment, I began to place it back on the shelf.

“But, I could check it out for you,” he said, smiling.

We walked out with that book and I felt like I was holding a treasure the world had never seen. In some ways, it was. All stories are treasures, some more tarnished than others, and the first one is always special. Alwyn Scribe is a story I’ve read many times over the years, not only because it’s a good tale, but because it was the first one I fell in love with and it still brings me back to that sense of wonderment and nostalgia when I was a child.

I spent many hours in that library, and read enough stories to last several lifetimes. Libraries are special like that, and if I could make a haven for souls that have left the physical plane, it would be a library.

I still have to fight tears back when I think about it lighting up in flame, but that’s a story for another time.

-

Prace brought me to the upper levels of the fortress. Those corridors were quieter, naturally, and only patrolled by guards or their escorted guests. He showed me the battlements and the balconies on the top of the wall, letting me walk the length of the circular fortress and get a feel of how big Eilen was, as well as scout the land around. To the north was the Arctic Wastes, a dark place that rarely saw sun, life, and all the things that make the world run. To the south, where we had lived, things were still grim, but you could at least see a softening of the edges. In the summer, it was possible that people could even survive there. In the middle of the fortress was a training ground, and students drilled and fought under watchful appraisal.

I was supposed to be taking in the landscape, beautiful in its desolation and underneath a sky unmarred by city life, but I shuddered as I remembered almost falling off and someone grabbing me from the ledge. The gods are greedy—the words he had said after rescuing me. I puzzled over their meaning. As far as I knew, the gods craved worship, not blood. Why would my death be better than my devotion?

I shook the thoughts away as I clutched my book. There’s nothing quite like today’s story to keep away yesterday’s nightmare.

As we walked down the stairs and back into warmth, a gust blew by that was strong enough to almost knock me off my feet. I looked up at the grey sky and saw a falcon gliding through those slaty heavens. I felt it examining me, and when its judgment was made, it let out a mocking cry akin to a crow’s. Prace didn’t notice, so I held on to the book a little tighter.

The room we walked into was the one I had been taken to on my first night, where Prace and a fellow guard had given me scraps and made jovial threats of my general well-being. The same man who had been sleeping on my arrival the first time was here yet again, sleeping. Prace made the same gesture for quiet and once again slammed the table with all his might, the plates and cutlery jumping in the air upon impact. The guard leapt horizontally, his legs kicking the ground hard enough to create a scuff, and he flew back into the wall.

“I will fuck you with your own cock!” he half-yelled as he rose, dusting off his knees. Prace wore a boyish grin full of mischief. The dusty guard and Prace both sat down at the sole table in the room and got to chatting as if nothing had happened. One of them began to shuffle a deck of cards.

“Pup playing?” the one shuffling asked.

“Maybe. He’s grown immensely since the last time you’ve seen him,” Prace responded.

“Damn place has that effect on people.”

“Aye.”

I sat down next to Prace, watching as the dealer’s scarred forearms flexed and tensed during the bridge.

“A lot of you have scars,” I said.

“They don’t pay us for beauty,” Prace chuckled.

“Which is a shame. I could have bought a mansion if they did,” the dealer said.

“If you call two scraps of wood and a tattered cloth a mansion, sure.”

“Be a damn sight better than sharing a roof with you.”

“Oh c’mon, Isaaru, it’s a big roof.”

“And yet, I can’t get any sleep without some pissant slamming tables,” Isaaru said as he began to flick the cards. He dealt five to each of us, put the deck in the middle of the table, and flipped over the top card. It was white and had five golden crowns on it. Prace, sitting to my left, played a card with eight crowns. Isaaru let out a low grumble, drew a card, let out a slightly louder grumble, drew another card, and then laid the newest card on top of the face-up pile: a card with eight black swords.

My cards consisted of three blue shields, five green shields, four golden crowns, a single red heart, and a card that had a portrait of an angel descending. The caricature was in black, just like the card with eight swords on it, so I shrugged and played it.

“Well?” Prace asked.

“Gotta call it,” Isaaru explained, as if I would understand.

“Swords, shields, crowns, or hearts?”

“Swords,” I said.

Prace whispered a curse and drew three cards, one at a time, until he played one with swords. Isaaru played a card with swords. I played a card with shields.

“Kid.” Isaaru pinched the bridge of his nose. “You can’t do that.”

“Gotta play a sword,” Prace said.

When I took my card back and started drawing, both of the men laughed.

“Did you really play an angel and set the tone for a card you didn’t have?” Isaaru asked.

“Gotta keep you on your toes,” I said.

The pair laughed together while I kept drawing until I got a card with swords on it. Their merriment was something that only two people who have spent a lot of time together can achieve, and eventually, their laughter became a self-feeding cycle. After a few moments of that where my embarrassment faded into shared mirth, the rest of the game went with minimal talking and me quickly understanding how the game was played. After a few rounds, Isaaru won.

“Well, pup, sometimes winners just rise to the top,” Isaaru said as he flexed his biceps to an imaginary crowd. He kissed the right one and started rotating his clenched fist to make it move.

“With those pathetic arms of yours, cards are probably the only thing you could win at,” Prace said.

“If I wasn’t confident in my domination of this game, I may rise to that taunt. Alas, I’m the greatest—I don’t respond to the barbs of those beneath me.”

“Tell that to Pieck,” Prace said. They both chuckled at that, but a sadness colored their laugh, like a joke told before a long journey.

“Who’s Pieck?” I asked as I grabbed the deck and began shuffling it. I hadn’t played many card games but it was something my father taught me to do.

“Nobody, kid,” Prace dismissed.

“No,” Isaaru said, finality in his voice. “Not ‘nobody’. She was a recruit in our class. She died, fighting some battle, somewhere. Could play a mean hand of cards, and not just kids’ games like these. Why do we do this, Prace?”

“Let it go,” Prace cautioned.

“No! We teach kids to fight and die for her with no warning. Someone should say something, do something.”

“Let it go,” Prace said, pausing between each word.

Somewhere in the confrontation, they had both risen, their fists flush against the table. Isaaru’s scarred forearms were tense and shaking, with veins popping out to match their owner’s fury, while Prace’s body was still as stone. They faced each other like that for a moment that felt like a long time, and eventually Isaaru sat back down.

“Sorry. Kid’s black hair reminded me of her, is all,” Isaaru said.

“When he first came in, I thought it was her, for a second. I understand.”

I dealt out five cards to each of us as silence grew between us.

“Maybe it’s time for you to go back,” Prace said, not picking up the cards.

“Oh,” was all I could say.

“Think you can find your way back?”

“Yes.”

I held on to my book as I walked. I fought back tears, not even understanding why they were coming in the first place. The truth was that I had been abandoned by my family and Prace was quickly filling a temporary father role. He didn’t mean anything by it, and he and Isaaru were clearly grieving, but logic does not apply to grief. I felt betrayed and abandoned twice over.

In my mind, I thought of myself as not good enough for friends. My family had left me, now Prace was kicking me away too. Patterns were forming, and I knew I couldn’t survive more of this.

I set myself on being great, right then and there. If a sniveling child was easy to toss aside, then I could only become a great man. It was the only way to make sure I’d never be left behind again. I stopped my tears. Great men don’t cry.


Chapter 10 - Early Mornings
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After eating alone, I returned to my boarding room, failed to fall asleep, took another bath, and then returned and slept the uneasy sleep of prey before winter starts. I had dreams of my family playing with our dog in the forest without me. They looked happy.

I awoke at night, hours before dawn. It was dark in our room, and without knowing how long I would have to wait before the first bell, I took my blanket, my scarf, and my book out into the hallway and started reading the book Prace had borrowed for me.

Ser Alwyn and the Second Scourge started out with an outlaw boy surviving in the woods with his gang of friends. Everyone involved, from the leader slowly going mad to his depraved rival, was at best morally grey, and yet, they felt like they belonged together. They robbed, burned, and murdered, but it didn’t matter. They were a family.

Dark as it was, it brought me hope: hope that one day I could be a part of a family again. Gare, Rohan, and Malcolm could be my bickering brothers; Prace, my dad; Allesandra, our matriarchal leader.

I poured myself into the book and let its prose, its timbre, take me away to lands I’d never see. I felt the tension before a job, the relief of it going well, and the happiness of shared smiles around a fire. I spent hours against the wall, ignoring the few people that walked by me this early in the morning, until someone stopped in front of me. With a flicker of annoyance, I looked up.

It was her. The girl with the red hair. Once again she wore white robes that accentuated her hair, but I couldn’t break free of her golden eyes. Close to the iris, they were bright, almost unnaturally so, but towards the edges they began to fade into a copper hue. The outer edge was tinged with sadness.

“That’s a good book,” she said. “I heard you’ve been looking for me.”

“Who told you that?” I asked. Maybe if we had a mutual friend, it would be easier to find her going forward.

“The walls,” she giggled.

Still sitting, I patted them with the back of my hand. The walls were coarse and grated against me.

“Give them my thanks—I don’t think I speak their language,” I said, showing my roughened hand. She leaned down and took it in hers. My heart stopped working and I felt electricity jolt through my body.

“No, it doesn’t seem like they like you very much,” she said and then released my hand.

“Our conversations have been rather one-sided,” I said. A flash of worry went through my brain: I didn’t want to wake my roommates and have them embarrass me by telling me to shut up. “Care to go for a walk?” I asked.

“The walls told me to stay away from boys like you.”

“You don’t seem like the type to let anyone tell you what to do,” I said.

“You are so very wrong.” She shook her head, but offered a hand to help me up anyway. “But I am curious what other false presumptions you have about me.”

I took her hand. It was soft but supple, like a young tree. With a surprising amount of strength, she pulled me up so quickly I had to stomp instead of fall over.

“You have red hair and you’re stronger than you look,” I said, following beside her.

“Those aren’t presumptions, those are facts. Tell me something you gained only with insight.”

“You aren’t a normal student,” I said.

“Not bold enough.”

“You were born and raised here.”

“Bolder, but you can do better.”

“Something’s bothering you and you spend a lot of your time sad.”

Her foot hesitated before her next step. We were alone in the hallways of Eilen, but now it felt like we were alone on our own planet, away from everyone and everything. In that moment of hesitation, I felt the walls’ spirit. They were fearful.

“I love this time of day,” she said. The windows on our left showed a dark sky, an aphotic blue that seemed to stretch forever and ever. To our right, the gentle pink and orange of a fresh day mixed together. “Do you want to know why the walls don’t like you?”

I nodded.

“They said you’re the harbinger of change.” She guided me to stand in the center of the hallway, the day and night split equally between me. “Which way will you choose, I wonder?”

“Maybe I’ve already made my choice,” I said. I looked at her, not at the evolving skies. Her breath caught and the beginning of a blush spread across her cheek. I made attempts at seeming suave despite my sweating, panicking, and shaking.

“You should be careful with your choices,” she said, turning around to resume our walk. My shoulders shrugged and I could feel the walls’ humor. The girl began to hum as we walked, a song I had never heard before, but it was a melancholic tune. It was a song I heard many times over the following years. The Hymn of the Faith. We didn’t speak while she hummed.

Eventually, she took me to a hallway where there were no markings. She checked to make sure we were alone and then revealed a hidden doorway. Inside was a short but steep set of stairs. Once we reached the top, we were close to each other. I could feel her breath, hot and smelling of lilacs, on my face. Even in the dark, I could feel her smile, mischievous as ever, while she waited for me to do something.

The moment slipped by.

She opened up a trap door above us and climbed out. Once again, I was atop the walls of Eilen. Maybe people sought to impress me with the sights, but this many trips, as well as my near death, soured the view.

“Ever seen anything like it?” she asked.

“Never,” I said, watching the people on the training grounds start their routine.

“Liar,” she said, grinning like a cat. I smiled back, the one of the mouse.

“You got me.”

“I was warned to stay clear of liars.”

“The walls told me that that was a lie.”

“No they didn’t,” she said, still wearing the grin.

“Fine, the winds told me.”

The winds blew, a gentle breeze, so unlike the gale that pushed me off the balcony.

“Now that I believe,” she said. “Had enough?”

“I wouldn’t mind another moment longer.”

We stood until the sunrise turned into a soft yellow, the color of wild daisies. Brief but stern shouts and the ringing of metal on metal sounded off beneath us at the training grounds. Despite this being a fortress made to breed soldiers, it was peaceful.

“You should probably get going. Don’t you have a first-bell class?” she asked.

I cursed inwardly, using an uncouth phrase I had stolen from Isaaru. I opened the trap door and began to climb down, but she stayed.

“You coming?”

“No, I think I’ll enjoy the morning for a bit. But, Redlin, if you’re ever looking for me, come here,” she said, facing the blooming horizon.

“How will you know I’m on the way?”

“The walls will tell me.”

I began my descent when I heard a loud bell ring out. Panic made me speed up, and it was only when I made it to the Hive did I realize I still didn’t know her name. However, I was in the Hive now, and there was no thought in there, only movement. I got to the edge, located the symbol for the math hallway, and realized I had no way to tell which room to go into. I knew it’d be further back, being an entry-level course, but past that I was totally lost. I swore as I walked, paranoia fueling my fast-falling footsteps.

A hand fell on my shoulder, stopping me.

“Malcolm!” I exclaimed with a sigh of relief.

“Didn’t I tell you to wait for me?” He brought me into a headlock and chuckled. “C’mon, don’t wanna be late on your first day.”

I followed in his wake as students moved aside for him. Malcolm was blessed with a tall, filled-out form, one that inspired enemies to move aside and allies to follow. He frequently used it to his advantage traversing the hallways of Eilen, but I don’t know if he was ever aware of it. To him, it was as natural as breathing.

He made a sharp right into one of the classrooms and I bolted alongside him, afraid to get swallowed up by the crowds. Despite how far away we were from the Hive, the hallways were still loud and populated. Just like the library, the moment I entered the classroom, the boisterous nature of the outside world faded away.

Rohan was chatting amicably with the wolf-like girl I had gambled against yesterday. Her brown hair and green eyes still screamed of a predator’s instinct, even though we were sitting in a math class and the day was just getting started.

“You recognize him, Lyra?” Rohan asked.

“The one with beginner’s luck, yes,” she said.

“I’m Redlin.” I offered a hand. She stared at it, glanced at Rohan, then turned to the front of the class. Rohan shrugged and gave an apologetic smile.

“She’s a sore loser,” he said.

Lyra punched him in the arm.

“Better a sore arm than a sore loser,” Malcolm said.

“Not when that arm is your only lover,” she responded.

“Ah, a sore loser and jealous,” he said. “Don’t worry, one day you can gamble for a turn.”

“I don’t think I want to play that game,” I offered.

“Nobody does; doesn’t stop him from offering to every girl he meets,” Lyra said.

“I’ll make sure to keep him away from the Headmistress then,” I quipped.

“Ha! She’d freeze it off and eat it for dinner.” Lyra looked Malcolm up and down. “Or maybe, just a light snack.”

Malcolm’s mouth opened and closed shut when the instructor walked in. It was the same man who had taught Gare’s class that I had sat in on. While he still had the great, bushy brown mustache, his eyes had lost a lot of their luster. Turns out, teaching groups of students remedial-level courses that they don’t want to learn dampens the spirit. The smallest sign of a soul entered his face when he saw me.

“Ah, Redlin. I presume you have papers this time?” he asked. Silence descended as he spoke and I felt the attention of the whole class.

“Yes,” I said as I rose, papers in hand.

“Save them,” the instructor said, holding a hand up. “Bring them to me after class.”

What followed was a lecture of which I had no understanding. Alien, foreign languages were written on a chalkboard while students took notes. I, who had brought nothing more than a fiction book, stared on. The professor examined me and I didn’t try to fool him this time; I offered a sheepish smile and a shrug. The ends of his mustache rose, and I took that as a sympathetic, but amused, “keep at it”. It went on like that for a length of time that seemed boundless. I began to wonder if I was taken to some sort of alternate dimension, one where down was up, words didn’t matter, and numbers were magical.

And then it was over. The loud bell rang out twice. Malcolm patted me on the shoulder and whispered, “Good luck,” as he escaped that hellish room of numerical stretching. I approached the professor, and shortly, there was only me, him, and a boy who sat at the front.

“This is my assistant, Tav,” the professor said. The boy nodded. He was several years older than me—or anyone else in the class—but he looked like he had lived many more lives than any of us. His eyes were almost more dark circle than pupil and his shoulders had such a sag to them that it looked like they hung onto his body out of habit instead of biological construction.

“Nice to meet you,” I said.

“Here,” he said, ignoring my introduction and instead handing me a stack of papers ten sheets thick. “Complete these to the best of your ability and bring them back to me.”

“Tav, that’s no way to greet a new student,” the professor said, stroking his mustache. “Redlin, I want you to complete these to the best of your ability. All this is is to gauge how much you know and how much you don’t. If you get help on this, or have someone else fill it out, you hurt only yourself. I notice that you didn’t bring pencil or paper. Do you have any for your next classes?”

I shook my head.

“Take these, with my blessing. Be a good student, Redlin. I believe in you.”

I left the class while the instructor offered gentle, but stern, advice to Tav. I resisted the urge to chuckle; I had feared the verbal beration I was about to receive but in the end, earnestness had brought me reprieve while callousness had brought a lecture to the most gifted student.

Equipped with pencil, paper, and a mite of confidence, I worked my way back to the Hive. I fought through the milling students, located the subsection for religious classes, and looked for Rohan. Thankfully, he was standing around, waiting for me.

“Where were you this morning?” he asked as I joined him.

“Got lost,” I lied without thinking. “Say, speaking of, they really don’t help people find their classes or tell them what they need to bring, do they?”

“No, they don’t,” he said, a rueful half-smile on his face. “I brought it up once to an assistant. They said it’s intentional. It’s sink or swim, adapt or be left behind. If you can’t be trusted to find your own classes or learn the material they’re trying to teach you, you can kiss your dreams goodbye and become nothing more than a soldier.”

“I thought war was what we did here?”

“It is, but that doesn’t mean people want to be grunts. Some do, and there’s not anything wrong with that, but if you have loftier ambitions, you better seek them.”

“And what do you want?”

“Me?” He scratched his chin and chuckled as a student barely dodged out of the way of barreling into him. “I’d like to be a Vanguard.”

“What’s that?” I asked as we made our way through the halls.

“They’re usually guardians of Medians and Bishops. Some of them get assigned to Justicars or Heralds. They’re all badasses though.”

“What are those?” I asked.

He laughed, a laugh full of warmth instead of chiding malice. I wondered how he and Malcolm could be so nice to me and so mean to Gare. Maybe he really did deserve it.

“You remind me of this story I read. A kid was transported to another realm and he’d ask all sorts of questions so the characters could easily explain to the audience what was going on. Lucky for you, we’re going to a whole class about the matter.”

We entered the room, which was closer to an auditorium than the mathematics classroom. If push came to shove, it could fit one hundred students. That day we had twenty.

The class went much the same as the first one: a lot of gibberish while I was entirely confused. At least in this session, I understood we were speaking the same language, albeit with terms I had never heard of. I heard the words that I had questioned—Median, Bishop, Herald—and all sorts of titles thrown about, but I wasn’t able to piece together what they meant.

Just like in the mathematics class, once it was over, I presented the receipts Allesandra had given me to the teacher, a stern older woman, and her assistant. The assistant then gave me a stack of papers with the same instructions: fill them out as best I can without assistance.

Rohan was gone by the time I had finished the interaction, so back into the Hive it was. Most of life in Eilen as a conscript is fighting through crowds of students to get to classes you have no interest in outside of doing well enough to keep going.

Malcolm, as ever, stood as tall as a tower and served as a beacon of familiarity and an assurance I’d at least make my class. With me in tow, we trudged on.

“Survived a whole ’nother class, huh?”

“Somehow, someway. Can’t say I learned anything.”

“You expected to learn? In Eilen?”

“We’re a school, aren’t we?”

“We’re a warrior school.” He showed his calloused palms. “Headmistress wants us to learn enough to not embarrass ourselves if we’re in camps with other organizations within Usmal, but other than that, it doesn’t really matter. As long as I can make officer, that’s all I care about.”

“What about being a Vanguard?” I asked.

“I see you’ve been talking to Rohan. Don’t even worry about that; if you were destined for that, you’d already know.”

“Well,” I said, “I don’t know what I don’t know.”

“Exactly. Wait, wh—” He scratched his head. “Ah, never mind. Anyway, look sharp. Heard tell that the last student to not pay attention was poisoned as a lesson.”

“That can’t be—” I started and was cut short as the professor walked in. He was the snobby man that Prace and I had run into earlier. His look of self-satisfaction and flagellation persisted. I suspect it never dropped. His assistant looked ultimately miserable.

Despite everything about the professor, the lesson was at least somewhat comprehensible, at least in comparison to my earlier classes.

The core lesson was that you were better off dying than trying any unverified plant that grew in the marshland. The way he taught this lesson was to try to bully a poor girl in the front row into doing it, and right before she did, he snatched it out of her hand and condemned her. The lesson ended when a silent tear rolled down her cheek.

When I presented my papers, he looked mostly bored. I supposed that his bloodlust and need for misery had already been sated. He passed me off to the assistant and left me. The stack of papers this time was filled with diagrams asking me to identify plants by their name, native region, and effects of consumption.

I took my quizzes, notes, and book with me to the mess hall. I had a break at the fourth bell, and despite it being late morning, I had been up for several hours with my book and my adventures with the red-haired girl.

I arrived just in time, as lunch had just been pushed out. Fresh meals at Eilen were some of the best banquets I’ve ever been a part of, second only to The Great Blossoming in Fymdell. That day they provided roasted chicken, sprinkled in salt and garlic, and served all sorts of sides: fingerling potatoes, cooked vegetables, winter oranges and apricots, pastries, and warm pies.

Naturally, I scouted to see if any of my cohorts were in attendance as well. None were, save the teacher’s assistant from the Pantheon class. I nodded at her. She ignored me.

So I dug down into my meal and slowly read my book. My mind was already turning sluggish with how long I had been awake and the mental puzzle of trying to decipher classes, but Alwyn’s tale managed to capture me anyway. I sat there for some time, ignoring the buzzing around me and the ever-filling banquet hall as I read about cowardly knights and brave outlaws, unfair duels, and fair thieving.

When the bell rang out, I rose with a heavy sigh and a body that was ready for sleep. I found Rohan who recognized my exhausted demeanor and proceeded to lightly mock it. Mocking is generally the best way for boys to bond with each other.

Karlsefni, the professor for War and the Human Mind, was a broken man. His visage told of horrors that he had seen over the years, friends he had lost, and lives he had taken. He flinched often and would have preferred to run away from confrontation than face it.

All in all, he was a brave man, his spirit ruined by war. I admired him. He had suffered terribly and yet rose every morning to teach students how not to become him. He taught us coping methods, prayers, shanties to sing with friends, and ways to find joy out of life, even though he had lost the capacity for it.

It’s a shame that I’ve created so many men like him.

After the class, I went to meet with him, but he dismissed me. He had no assistant, and his exams were verbal. He claimed that he could know if a student was ready for advancement in one meeting. He told me I’d need to show up every day.


Interlude II
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“Did he teach you Cassius?” Maya asked. “They say you sang that after every time you Reaped.”

“Yes. Before and after. Karlsefni taught us that one to cope, which is what I did, although I hate to think how he’d react to his song becoming associated with events so tarnished,” Redlin said.

He clenched the pipe between his teeth and held his palm outside of the cabin. It danced through the air as they rode underneath a grey sky and its threatening clouds.

“It’s in the rain, it’s in the rain, it’s in the rain,” Redlin started singing. It was a melancholic timbre, laden with latent regret, quietly sung. Maya held up a hand, calling for him to stop.

“That’s alright, I’m not one of your victims.”

“I’d argue you are, although of a different sort. You probably wanted to hear about my meeting with Samira, the start of the war, the Vanguard tales. You know—the action, the death, the blood, the lightning. Instead, you have to deal with my regret and my self-indulgent childhood.”

“I came here for the story, at the behest of the Archon. He specifically requested the whole tale, not the highlights,” Maya said, still writing.

“That’s so very like him. He was never one to make a decision without the full facts in front of him,” Redlin said. His eyes told that he was very far away, reliving memories.

“Except in your case, the decision has already been made,” she said.

“It ever was.”

“You face death with cryptic riddles and vague answers.”

“How should I face it? Kicking and screaming? Raging at the cruelties of the world? No. I’ve had my indulgences. I’ve lived a life fuller than you can imagine,” Redlin said, his dull onyx eyes turning sharp. They gleamed in the shadowed cabin, twin jewels of darkness. “And if my death brings solace to those I’ve hurt, then I can accept that.”

“I don’t think your death could possibly pay back the amount of souls you’ve taken.”

“You’d be surprised what one death can do,” Redlin said, pulling on the pipe. His eyes returned to their lifeless state. “Besides, it’s all I have to offer.”


Chapter 11 - Lessons of War

Lethargic, with a belly full of food and a brain that had been unused to as much mental regimenting as I had received, I walked out of Eilen and into the cold courtyard, following the stream of students.

A black stone slab covered most of the ground. Each of its four corners hit the white walls of Eilen. Atop the stone, various constructions existed: archery ranges, a track, a smithy, a few war tents, and even a stable of horses near the northern exit.

I was unable to locate any of my roommates so I stumbled along and looked for any signs of authority. Standing away from the dueling students was a tall man, his head shaved to stubble, and small scars all along his face and neck. He stood tall, with his arms crossed, examining the tide.

“Excuse me,” I said.

A backhand cuffed the side of my skull before I could even process what had happened. It was forceful enough to strike me to the ground and leave my head ringing.

“You will speak when spoken to, conscript.”

His arms had already returned to their folded state and I began to wonder if it was even possible for him to move so quickly I couldn’t even see it. However, I was smart enough to not engage further with the man. I rejoined the tide like a salmon returning home and waited for the bears to come.

Before long, the population bled off. Some went into the training grounds where the sound of blade on blade rang out; some went to the track; some to the archery range; some to horses; some to those blue war tents.

Every one of these activities was full of would-be soldiers practicing these skills, and their numbers swelled. The most noticeable were the large groups leaving the fortress, going outside the walls to perfect marching and spear formations. As students went to their assignments, I waited dumbly. Eventually, it was only me. The one who had backhanded me approached.

“Slip,” he commanded.

I fumbled with my belongings, trying to fish it out from the mountain of papers I had received over the course of the day. He backhanded me again, once again sending me to the ground. My possessions clattered to the uncaring stone.

“You are freshly mined metal: tarnished, impure, and lacking shape. I will break you and make you new, but if you come unprepared again to my forge, I will send you out to the wilds and let the wolves hunt you for sport,” he said. I believed him. “Rise.”

I did at his behest. I was too stunned to cry, although my face felt like it was on fire.

“Go run laps. I will send someone to fetch you when the sight of you doesn’t fill me with rage,” he said. There was nothing but cold iron in his voice.

I knelt down to recover my evaluations, book, and papers. The moment my hand touched the ground, his boot fell upon it. I tried to yank my fingers, which were screaming in pain, but they were held fast.

“I said go run laps,” he repeated. His voice was still cold, but I felt the hatred in him. He released my hand. I must not have risen quickly enough for his pleasure because he kicked me like a stray dog. I twisted in the air and landed on my side a few feet away from him. I braved a look back at him as I rose to a crawling position. I spat red spittle and fled to the track, hate and fear fueling my muscles.

It was cold that day when I joined in the endless circle of running, and I was dressed in robes. Seeing everyone else dressed in black leathers made me feel out of place, but at least I was able to join in a comfortable rhythm and keep pace. Growing up, I had been trained to be a hunter, and so my cardio and ability to run were far beyond what they’d expect from a day-one conscript.

The leader of the forge didn’t care. He let me run for as long as I could go. At the end of each lap, a slightly older trainee handed me a razor-thin stick. The bell rang out, but I kept running, kept collecting sticks. I knew that I had signed up for four different military classes and was missing at least one, but I also knew that approaching him to ask would earn me nothing but more beatings.

As I ran, the trainees around me were replaced at intervals that I assumed were changing classes. Several cycles occurred, but I kept at my pace. It was a slightly uncomfortable, stringent pace, but not one that would leave me reeling quickly. While it wasn’t one I could keep up forever, it was one I thought I could keep up if it came to a battle of will between myself and the leader.

I lost that battle. By the time the fourth cycle of trainees entered the track, my muscles begged for relief. I slowed to a walk, sure it would spell my demise, but I breathed deeply, just like my father told me. Panting was for dogs, he had always said, and he taught me to keep my hands on my hips and walk while fatigued. Before I could muster up the energy to return to my run, an older trainee pulled me aside.

He led me wordlessly through the training grounds. I craned my head to watch the students practice sword drills and duels. They had varying levels of skill, and the one fight I managed to spy on looked like it was being led by ferocity instead of technique. If war was truly what we trained for then I prayed it would be a quick one.

We walked along the cobblestones and past my belongings. They hadn’t moved, not even the loose pieces of paper. Apparently, they’d been given their standing orders and they followed it to the letter.

Inside a small alcove carved into the stone was the Captain who had backhanded and abused me. I stood proud, if sweaty, with my hands by my sides.

“Sit,” he commanded.

I did as he bid. Between us was a map and small figurines of men, including a few on horseback. He studied it intently for a moment before deigning to speak.

“Name?”

“Redlin.”

“Familial name?”

“Of the Wolves,” I said, remembering the name Allesandra had bequeathed to me.

“Hmph,” he grunted before returning to the figurines for a moment. I couldn’t tell if it was with amusement, condemnation, surprise, or any other human emotion. At the time, I wasn’t sure if he even could feel any emotion that wasn’t rage.

“It’s my name as well,” he said after rearranging the pieces on the map. “Go fetch your writ.”

It took me a moment to dig out the script Allesandra had given me. The four classes of Fitness, Martial Training, Ranged Training and Strategy were all written in her graceful handwriting, as well as the ominous, bolded 1H. The commander made the same “hmph” noise when he spotted it.

“Very well, Redlin of the Wolves. Tomorrow, you will run as hard as you can for the first hour, then you will report to the dueling grounds, then the archery range, and finally to my alcove. Follow my orders and I damn well could make a soldier out of you. Ignore my commands and I’ll fuck your skull. Now, get out of my sight.”

Of course, he did teach me how to be a soldier. The one time I saw him let his guard down, he told me I was the finest soldier he’d ever created. I never saw him smile, but in that moment, I knew that I was like a son to him.

He held onto his grim pride when we met in battle, both as generals and as direct combatants.

I ate a light meal after escaping the courtyard. I’ve never been able to eat much when close to exhaustion, and that day was no different. I knew that I was covered in sweat and should go to the baths, but even with the possibility of hunting down the red-haired girl at my most presentable, I couldn’t muster up the energy.

I returned to the dorms, slipped under the blankets, and quickly fell asleep.


Chapter 12 - Routine, Routine
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I woke to Rohan shoving me awake.

“C’mon, up you get. It gets easier, I promise,” and other goadings were offered. I complained, put my head beneath the pillow, and tried to ignore the boisterous wake-up call. I conceded when he pulled the blanket off me with such force I spun from my side to my back.

With the sprightliness of a corpse, I put on my scarf and a new set of robes and followed him out the door, taking all of my meager note-taking possessions along with me. I hadn’t even attempted to look at the examinations yet and I worried if they would be expected.

They were not. The professor taught lackadaisically while students gave an even lower amount of energy into learning the material. I tried to keep up but was quickly left behind. My brain was pudding from the day before and I was starting my journey where others had been studying for weeks.

My following classes were much the same. While I learned a few terms in the Pantheon class and took notes during the alchemical class, most of it was wasted time. The brain is a muscle as much as the rest of our bodies, and mine was lacking in stamina and discipline to keep up. Like a Husk, I shambled from class to class without thought. Rohan and Malcolm took turns laughing at my situation, and even Lyra joined in. As I reflect back on it, even some of the teachers had a small chuckle at my expense.

A day of drudgery in schooling almost done, I ate alone once more. I did not enjoy the feast. I worried how I’d find time to complete my evaluations, how I would catch up in my studies, and how I would survive my martial training. Soldiering began to sound not so bad.

Gare was entering as I was leaving. I asked one simple question.

“Does it get better?”

He shook his head as we crossed.

My final class was the same as the other three, barring the extra effort I had to spend in staying awake. A full belly, exhaustion, and a boring environment are generally not a great combination. I’m sure I dozed off a few times, but I did not wake up covered in drool. Life is made of small victories.

As I approached the courtyard, my face began to burn where I was struck previously. Maybe as a reflex, maybe as a reminder. Maybe I’m just a masochist and secretly enjoyed it. The way my life turned out would point in that direction.

Standing in the middle of the courtyard during section changes is a lot like standing in the Hive: it’s busy, packed, and uncomfortable. However, there were a few differences, mainly that it was subject to the weather and there was a certain reverent quiet distilled amongst us.

I felt out of place in my blue robes. Everyone else wore training leathers, mostly brown but a few black here and there. I caught students looking at me frequently. They’d always turn their heads and pretend they weren’t, but it didn’t help the feelings of isolation. Feeling alone in a crowd is a unique form of torture.

When the bell rang out to signify the start of a period, I kept the Captain’s instructions in mind. He said to run as hard as I could for the next hour, so I set off. I lapped students as I ran, blurring past them like the gales from heaven. Even the students who were sprinting were not able to keep my pace.

Trained as I was in the art of running through forests, I was not accustomed to sprinting for long distances. My father had trained that out of me. He had claimed that humans could outrun any animal over a long enough distance, but only if we paced ourselves. While my legs burned, remembering my father and how I had been left behind burned hotter. I used it as fuel to keep going.

I did not make it the full hour.

I slowed to a walk to catch my breath and students bumped into me, maybe as payback for passing them so many times. I still clung to the thin wooden sticks I had received at the end of each lap, but my hands were shaky and my accomplishments were at risk of being dropped.

I had just begun to run again when an older initiate tugged my shoulder. Just the look he gave me told me that the Captain wanted to see me. Resigned to my beating, I followed.

“What did I say?” the Captain asked as I ducked under the arch of his alcove.

“Run as hard as I can for an hour.”

“And what did you do?”

“Ran as hard as I could.”

“For the whole hour?” he asked. His face was grim-set and he wouldn’t look at me.

“No.”

“Why not?”

“I ran out of stamina.”

“I believe I told you to run for the full hour.”

“I went as hard as I could. I’d rather give you too much and burn out than hold back,” I said. The words came out without thought.

He grunted and it sounded something like approval. I would grow to learn that very specific grunt was the highest level of praise you could receive from the Captain.

“Take this,” he said as he handed me a scrap of paper. “Present it to the quartermaster.”

I didn’t ask where the quartermaster resided. Eilen was sink or swim and you were expected to find the solutions to your problems on your own. Luckily, it didn’t take long to find her—all I had to do was follow the sound of hammers on metal.

Smiths and leatherworkers worked behind her as she barked orders and critiques. She didn’t see nor hear me so I made a noise for her attention.

“And just who in the five fucking Hells do you think you are? Some pup who thinks he’s worth my attention?” she yelled.

“I may not be worth it, but this came straight from the Captain,” I said, keeping my gaze locked with hers. Something told me she was testing my mettle, willing to see if I’d be curtailed by aggression. She yanked the note out of my hand and grumbled to herself.

“Jory! Take the pup back, get him fitted, and give him a locker,” she ordered. “Fucking Captain gets softer every day.”

An old man who had been sitting behind the tanning rack rose slowly and shakily. He was bald and frail and I wondered at the wisdom of keeping him in the elements with a boisterous woman.

He took me to a private room, empty except for the litany of weapons lining the walls. All sorts of wicked creations lay there: simple daggers and clubs, curved blades, unwieldy greatswords. They were polished and gleamed brilliantly. A hundred swords. More. I was awestruck at the line-up. The moment I saw them, I knew what I wanted to do with my life.

The old man cared not for my epiphany. He had me strip to my undergarments. As ever, I was uncomfortable with my near-naked form in front of people, but he said nothing. He went about his business like a farmer goes about caring for its animals. After taking my measurements, his hand snaked out suddenly and grabbed me by my chin. I squirmed at first, but the old man, despite his frail appearance, held me as firm as these shackles hold me now.

“Let me see your eyes,” he said, his voice a wisp.

I met his gaze unblinking. Syndra and Merak had always made fun of my black eyes, but Jory inspected them with boredom.

“Windblessed. I suppose you’ll want something light,” he said, scribbling away. I didn’t know what he meant but my discomfort was rising with every second. I writhed again and he let me go.

“Go to the wall and let a weapon pick you. It may take time. That’s okay.”

My indignity at being grabbed was washed away in an instant. I picked up twin daggers, did a spinning slash, and decided they weren’t for me. I lifted the humble spear, thrusted at imaginary opponents, and put it back. The weight of the greatsword almost made me topple and it was impossible to swing, but imagining myself as a mighty conqueror was fun for a passing moment.

I touched most of the weapons on the wall and fully enjoyed the experience. Young boys are always obsessed with the idea of dispensing death and dispatching malefactors. They don’t know the cost of taking a life, the smell of blood and shit and the heat of the battlefield. They see killing as brave. I was no different, and I enjoyed the thought of being a hero.

My experimenting ended the moment I picked up a blade near the bottom of the wall. It had a straight handle and the blade curved ever so slightly, not quite as much as a scimitar but not as straightforward as a simple sword. I didn’t take any practice swings; I knew that my choice was made.

“The willow-leaf blade,” the old man said. Truth be told, I had forgotten he was there, but I did not feel ashamed even though he had just watched me play hero for an uncomfortable amount of time.

“Was it that obvious?” I asked. I had not even presented it to him.

“Sometimes our paths are chosen for us. What you’re holding is called a ‘liuyedao’, also known as a willow-leaf blade.” He made his way to me slowly and he winced with every step. “It flows, like the leaves of the willow tree, and cuts at unexpected angles.” He took the blade from me and made a few swings the way an elderly man dances with a granddaughter at her wedding feast.

He handed it back to me and I realized that I had missed the feel of the blade. Maybe not quite the way a cripple misses his limbs, but it felt natural to have and I felt naked without. As I relished the reunion, Jory took two steps backwards and held his hands out wide.

“Try to kill me,” he said. His voice was barely a whisper on the winds and his hands had begun to shake from the strain of holding them up. I felt out of my body, like I was seeing the events from a third perspective.

“No.”

The old man said nothing at that. His shaky hands fell back down to his side and into the confines of his robes. His breath plumed in the cold with a large exhale.

And then he unveiled a longsword with startling quickness.

In the span of three heartbeats, he had crossed the distance between us, raised his blade, and begun its downward arc to cut me down. I kicked the ground with both feet and propelled myself backwards. I heard the clattering clang as I fell and saw the swarm of sparks as his sword hit the spot I had been standing on.

I scrambled to rise but it wasn’t fast enough. Jory was on me again, this time with a horizontal slash aimed just above my rising head. I stayed low and rolled to the left, gaining distance. Jory came again, the same speed as last time, but I managed to get to my feet. His moves were telegraphed and I stayed out of the slashes by ducking, dodging and weaving. I was panting and felt the wall behind me after jumping backwards to avoid a straightforward stab.

Jory let his blade down for a moment, the tip of it sliding against the stone floor, and I made my approach. My liuyedao and I operated out of a natural instinct, attacking at odd, high angles. We were always slashing, but more importantly, we flowed. Most sword fights are akin to chess matches with opponents plotting moves, counters, feints, and getting into the heads of their opponents. My approach was not like that. Instead of a list of strikes, my onslaught was a continuous move of a recruit’s enthusiasm. Anytime I was deflected, I channeled the changed momentum into the next swipe; anytime he dodged, I spun with him, never relenting.

I nicked him along the calf after he had a slow spin and the fight ended quickly after. Jory countered the horizontal slash coming for his midsection with enough force to leave my hand numb, kicked me down to the ground, and put the tip of his blade against my neck. All these moves happened in an instant.

He pressed the cold metal against my vitals. My breathing stopped, I saw the hard glimmer in his eyes, and then I felt the pinch on my neck. He retracted the blade and made a backwards swipe through the air, sending a droplet of my blood flying.

“A drop for a drop,” he said and sheathed the blade. His body drooped as the blade clicked, his shoulders sloped and his back hunched. “But you have chosen well. Bring that back before you leave today.” He threw a sword belt towards me.

I lay on the ground for a minute as he left, panting and sweating. I’d never been in an actual fight, especially one with blades, but it had all felt so natural. And then, I was laid out with a blade on my neck, my life in the hands of another, death moments away.

It was exhilarating.

I left the weapons room with my head held high. When I crossed the threshold into the open air, I vomited all across the ground. My right hand was both numb and felt like a colony of ants were crawling inside of it. I almost died. The prick on my neck reminded me of my own mortality, and how it all could have been over in an instant. I almost died. I almost died. I almost died.

If anyone cared for the vomiting child on his hands and knees, they did not say anything. I suspected they all had similar occurrences, maybe with less success and less vomit, but overall had been allowed their selection and then fought against Jory.

Of course, I was one of the few granted the privilege. The list of students that Jory had sparred with in his old age was a short one. I think he knew what I would become.

After sipping some water, I tried to gauge how much time had passed. I hadn’t heard the bells ringing, but when I scouted the track, the students that were running were not the ones I had been springing beside earlier. With my head hung low, I approached the dueling grounds.

The main thing that drew my attention was the large circle where sparring was occurring. The martialists wore odd-looking helmets and most struck with unease and clumsiness. They fought like they didn’t want to hurt each other, which is all well and good for training, but I wondered what would happen if they got into a real fight.

Beside the dueling circle, there were long rows of training dummies being attacked by students. The man in charge of the area held things in order with a tight grasp, barking specific criticisms at students by name. He seemed to see all and know all.

“You!” he yelled without looking or pointing at me. I knew who he was talking to. “Approach!”

He sized me up and put his hands around my shoulders as if he couldn’t determine if I was solid or a figment of his imagination. Satisfied with the appraisal, he ordered me to sheathe, draw, and sheathe the blade I had until the bell rang. I did so, trying to get faster as I went but I began to fumble with the release. It earned me neither condemnation nor praise, but I could feel him watching.

When the bell finally rang, my arm felt inflamed. That didn’t matter to my archery instructor. She demanded a full inspection while a few of the older students controlled the hundred or so conscripts.

I was no slouch with a bow and had been taught how to use it when I was five years old. I hit target after target, usually close to the bullseye. The instructor hated it. She told me my form was all wrong, but I made no adjustments and no apologies. I had my routine set and it would not be broken. I could have practiced the way she said, but in a pitched battle you’ll always fall back on what you know. I figured I would perfect what I knew. It wouldn’t matter if my form was wrong as long as my arrows hit.

After that course, I returned to the Captain’s alcove. The Captain sat across from two other students and an empty chair. I slid in, confused, because Strategy was a required course, and as I had been told so many times, “War is what we do here.” Every other class I had been in had a multitude of people, but here I was with only two others, one of whom I recognized: Rohan.

He looked different in his training leathers, somehow more dangerous and more regal, like a prince of a military nation. He smiled gently as I sat down beside him but didn’t say anything.

“Wipe that fucking grin off your face,” the Captain said. Rohan did and his visage became one of abject neutrality, but his mannerism screamed of a mildly entertained man.

“Since the two of you know each other so well, I trust you to catch him up. I want him versed in arctic tactics, defending from a fortified position, and guerilla warfare tactics. Last we left off, we were discussing formations for open battle between large groups …”

The following lesson was one that would bore most people, but I found myself intrigued. The Captain went over various methods and provided real-world examples, like how Ordan Oberlan defended the Reach by staggering his soldiers and sending them out in waves, or how Sigmund protected his city with large sacrifices to bait the opposing force into a position where they could get flanked.

As I listened, I liked to imagine myself as some sort of heroic general that we heard about. In my fantasy I gave commands for others to fight, kill, and die for my causes. I turned that fantasy into reality and I hope my life is a warning to all who have similar dreams: there is nothing heroic in death.


Chapter 13 - Rhythm
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Life went by quickly for the next week. I went to my classes, tried to learn, failed, and then made strides in the martial classes. I received a locker and black training leathers, but I still had to return the borrowed liuyedao every day. I always expected Jory to lash out and attack me again, but he had returned to his doddering old man status. Beneath the surface, I saw glimmers of interest and youth, but it was buried deep.

After two more days of classes, we had a day off from the routine. While the few extra hours of sleep I gained were a far cry from the restorative peace my mind needed, it served as a start. However, I was to have no rest. The heap of assessments from the teachers’ assistants I had tried to ignore continued to mock me. All three of my roommates had already left, so I decided to answer the assessments’ beckoning calls while I was undisturbed.

I could not have been more lost during the math assessment. It started simply enough—addition, subtraction. Simple sums. Multiplication and division were things I hadn’t been taught, but through the practice examples and a lot of time, I managed to get through that segment. I cursed loudly when I realized I had only completed the first two pages with eight remaining. There were questions about interest, fractional increasing, exponential growth, and all sorts of words that filled me with dread. If those were the type of things bankers needed to know, then I understood why they were so grouchy.

Pantheon I sailed through for the most part. The simple questions about the five core gods, the darker legends, and creation stories were ones that I knew. I was able to take guesses at the questions asking for rankings of religious hierarchy, forgotten gods, and pastoral procedures. Towards the end of the segment, when it became open to interpretation and longer answers, I gave up entirely. Early warning signs of my heresy, I suppose.

War and the Human Mind had an interesting approach. Instead of asking questions with concrete answers, they asked open-ended questions: what would you do if your friend died? Who will sing for you at your funeral? Are you afraid to die? What keeps you grounded on a bad day?

The final assessment—the one going over Surviving off the Land—I did poorly in as well. I knew a few of the berries and roots around where I had grown up, but anything outside of the region I didn’t know. I didn’t even attempt answers for those. The instructor would berate me either way, but I could imagine his yelling would double as he illustrated my ignorance.

I gauged that the assessments had taken all of my morning, but it was still early afternoon. I headed to the baths to try to at least get some sort of enjoyment out of the day.

My stressed body felt the tension melt away the moment I fell into those vanilla-scented baths. The hot water stung my various cuts, especially the ripped calluses on my dominant hand, but it also soothed my aching muscles. Sprinting, simple martial drills, and pulling on bow strings had taken their toll on my body, despite it only being a few days. I knew I had more punishment to come in my future, but it didn’t matter. All that mattered was the steam, the heat, and the soothing.

Sadly, all good things must come to an end. Once I felt the lightheadedness culminate to an issue that demanded attention, I left for the mess hall. I spotted Rohan and Malcolm eating together, but they didn’t spot me. I pretended I hadn’t seen them. The social obligation of having to talk sounded unenjoyable and this was a rest day after all. Instead, I read the library book Prace had rented for me.

I returned to the dorm, took a short nap, and wandered around for a bit. I started the trek to the spot the red-haired girl had shown me, but I bumped into Scars, the mercenary I had met.

“You look like reheated shit,” he greeted me.

“Same to you,” I said. His short hair looked like it hadn’t been washed in weeks and he looked weary.

“Comes and goes with the territory,” he said, scratching at the three long scars on his face. “How’s the Captain doing these days?”

“Quick to strike, slow to teach.”

“Aye, so things haven’t changed much. They never do in Eilen.”

“If you could go back to your first day here, what would you do differently?” I asked.

“Ah, finally seeking advice, eh?” He chuckled, a grizzled thing. “I’d have tried to make Vanguard, taken my studies a bit more seriously.”

“Why?”

“When you’re a soldier, you see your friends die over and over again. When you’re a mercenary, you see it less, but still too much. The job is everything, and sometimes people die for it. When you’re a Vanguard, the job is protection, defense. You can’t guard your mark if you’re dead, and neither can your friends.”

“What if you had to die to protect your charge?”

“I don’t think I could do it, and I think the auditors knew it, which is maybe why I never made it in the first place.”

“Do you think I could do it?” I asked.

“Do you?” he responded.

“I don’t know. I’d rather avoid the situation entirely.”

“You’re the one who posed the question. I suggest you ponder it a bit more.”

“How do I become a general?”

“Why? You trying to secure your legacy through blood and death?” Scars asked.

“I want to be a hero,” I said.

“Then be a librarian,” he said. He left before I could retort, and it put me in a mildly foul mood, one where I didn’t want to seek out the red-haired girl. I know now that he was right, and if his words had won me over, he would be an unchronicled hero.

I returned back to my place of refuge, and made small talk with Rohan and Malcolm who had returned. We talked about our classes, and they gave me some advice. When Gare entered, the conversation continued, to my surprise. It was the first sign that they could get along if the situation was right. They chimed in and played off each other, almost always agreeing about various teachers and courses. It was … nice. It reminded me of my own family after a hard day, talking and laughing. After our conversation ran dry, Rohan and Malcolm took me to gamble with Lyra and her group. I lost in the second round both times, recused myself, ate, and then went to sleep.

-

The morning came far too quickly for my liking, despite how early I had gone to bed. Life as a student is one of constant exhaustion, no matter how much you try to avoid it. Early mornings, late nights, societal pressures, and an element of forced uniformity tend to drain the population that should be the most enthusiastic.

Each class I would turn in the assessment, and barring the War and the Human Mind class, the instructor would then set up a time to meet with their assistant to catch me up on things. My assignment was two hours for each class on every rest day until they felt like I was caught up with the rest of the class. My heart sank.

The military training was less grueling, mentally, at least. I tested the cardio course to see if I could get away with less than a full-on sprint and got publicly reprimanded with a barrage of curse words longer than any speech I’ve ever given. In martial training I was always given one single task to do as many times as I could in an hour: sheathe and unsheathe my blade, practice one single swing, dodge a simple stab, and so on. I longed for sparring but was never allowed. Ranged training consisted of alternating between throwing knives and the bow. I consistently placed near the top of the class but one step behind a purple-eyed girl who wanted nothing to do with me or with bloodshed. Strategy was always an interesting one. Rohan and I absorbed the lectures, stern and sparse as they were, and challenged each other in games and challenges of intellect. The other student in the class was ostracized by both us and the Captain.

Life went on like this for several weeks in a blur. Classes, training, and then tutoring during the rest days. I made progress quickly, but I still felt like I was drowning.

The single highlight in those month-long stretches is when I finally received the sword that would go on to be known as “the Thunderblade”. Yes, that one.

-

Someone pulled me aside when I arrived at the courtyard and brought me to Jory. He was back to being an old man; no sign of being able to fight remained. Even, or maybe especially, in the room of swords, he looked frail.

“I made this one myself,” he said, and handed over a set of training leathers. They were brown, with many holsters for knives, a quiver of arrows, and numerous spots to put a sword belt. They looked like something an assassin would wear, and they made me feel like one too. Maybe that was the point.

While the leathers were nice, the sword was wondrous. The liuyedao had a straight, black handle, and the blade itself was nearly three feet long with a gentle curve. The guard was designed to look like storm clouds and the sword was as light as the winds. It flowed just as well. I took a few swings and marveled at the seamless nature of it. It was shiny, and my reflection stared at me from the gleam. I basked in it. This blade was mine, and I its.

When I went to thank Jory, he had already left. I think he somehow knew he had unleashed a terrible evil upon the world.

Sometimes after a particularly stressful day I would allow myself into Jory’s weapon room and practice with my new willow-leaf blade. Even when my muscles hurt and my body craved sleep, the world would slowly fade away around me as I maneuvered against imagined enemies. The martial training I was receiving was good for the fundamentals, but the self-imposed training was good for the imagination. A true swordsman needs both.

-

I slowly wormed my way free of stressors: first the Pantheon tutoring and then the alchemy. The instructor for that class liked to dismantle people’s pride, and when I offered him none, he moved onto other targets. Mathematics obviously took the longest to get rid of, but I eventually made it out of that extra commitment as well.

I spent that free time valiantly on love, friendship, and books, the three most worthy things in the world. Rohan and Malcolm still fought with Gare, but they also started to laugh together too. It took me gently massaging their relationship and whispering in their ears, but they were actually becoming tolerant of each other.

Their growing decency started with a meal. Gare and I were eating a late lunch when Rohan and Malcolm joined us. Gare tried to hurry up and finish his meal as they sat, but I locked him in place with a subtle gesture.

“Hey, Redlin, help settle something for us. Would you rather date a girl with big tits and a small brain, or a girl with a big brain but no tits?” Malcolm, crass as ever, asked as he sat down.

“Well, good afternoon to you too,” I said.

“Yeah, yeah, don’t dance. What’s your answer?”

“I like a girl with a good personality.”

There was a small, but intense, chorus of booing from Rohan and Malcolm.

“Don’t all girls have small brains?” Gare asked as the booing died down.

Rohan and Malcolm laughed hard at that.

I find myself thinking about that moment frequently and I’ve always found it ironic. Gare, a victim of bullying his entire life, saw an opportunity to punch down and he took it. All to impress his very own tormentors. However, credit to him, they seemed to get along better after that.

Later on, Gare confided in me that he only got along with them while I was there, but instead of blaming me for not sticking up for him, he thanked me. He said I was able to at least make our shared room somewhat hospitable for him. Rohan and Malcolm still complained about him behind his back, but my budding friendship with all three of them blossomed regardless.

-

I got to read more and made friends with the librarian. I read stories about Crys Tailorson and his struggles against the Red Gods; I read about Emre and his tale of revenge. Most of them were action stories designed to be devoured and that’s what exactly I did.

And, of course, I spent more time with the red-haired girl.

I learned that her name was Kimana, although she preferred to be called Mika, and that she’d been there since she was born. I learned that she loved blueberries and that she aimed to become a traveling Bishop.

She was always cryptic, and she learned far more about me than I did about her. Every question I asked she would find a way to dodge, all the while asking me three more about myself. It didn’t bother me. With my added free time I would sit atop the walls with her until it got dark. I could have spent an eternity swimming in those golden irises. Most of the time we just sat, her humming The Hymn of the Faith while I listened and read. When it started to get cold, she even asked to borrow my scarf. I gave it willingly, thinking my mother would approve of who I intended to be her daughter-in-law.

Life was good.

Final course assessments snuck up on all of us. Gare, Malcolm, and Rohan each individually stressed to me the importance of getting, at minimum, a passing grade. If you did better than simply passing, then the door was open for more opportunities, but if you proved to be a liability in conscript-level courses then Allesandra may just ship you off to be a simple soldier and you would die in an unimportant battle somewhere.

The week leading up to it was an absolute blur. Group study sessions, late nights, early mornings, and lots of muttered prayers. Eilen was a powder keg of anxiety waiting to explode.

All four of my classes went passingly well. War and the Human Mind was one question: “what good would you like to do in the world?” I’ll keep that answer to myself. The rest were all straightforward, and I did well, including math. I pondered if there would be grades for the military-based ones, but I would get that answer in the rest weeks that followed.


Chapter 14 - Our First Trial
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The students of Eilen had the week after examinations off. Smiles were easy and the air was buzzing with happiness. Malcolm had managed to “acquire” a bottle of fruit wine and he was generous enough to share with his roommates, even Gare. Unaccustomed to alcohol, we grew mirthful and silly quickly. I sobered up when there was a heavy knock on the door.

I was the one to open it. Prace stood outside with a serious look on his face. He handed me a letter emblazoned with a black wolf and said nothing as he left.

“What’s that?” Malcolm asked, slurring slightly.

“I know what it is,” Rohan said, his voice spoiling the mood of the others. “It’s a trial.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“Everyone has to deal with them at a certain point. I heard there were seven of them. One’s survival, one’s theft, there’s a battle one, a horseback one … I can’t recall the rest.”

“Open it up and let’s see what you’ve been cursed with,” Malcolm said with a giggle at the end.

I tore open the contents and read aloud to the group.

“‘Malcolm Dran, Gare Polink, Rohan Munk, and Redlin of the Wolves: you will report to the courtyard tomorrow at sixth bell to be supplied and instructed on your Trial of Survival. May Balin be with you, Allesandra Ravencroft, Headmistress of Eilen.’”

“Fuck,” Gare said.

The joy of the room had been snuffed out suddenly. Malcolm took one more pull of the bottle but didn’t have the heart to continue. We were too young for brooding while drinking, so instead we just brooded while the buzz of our enjoyment and fruit wine faded away like the morning dew.

-

Rohan, responsible as ever, roused us for our quest. Naturally, Gare received some emotional abuse, but even with that, their hearts weren’t in it. A few weak jabs and a smattering of venomless insults were launched, but none seemed to register over the wave of worry we shared.

We marched through the white hallways with dread. Malcolm had managed to dig up a few details on the Trial of Survival, but they were vague and sporadic. Most of them related to camping, in some way. The thing we all knew, however, was that we were supposed to be enjoying a much-deserved break, but instead, we had to walk blindly into some sort of challenge.

When we arrived at the courtyard, Allesandra stood tall in the furs of a white wolf. The Captain stood behind her, as well as the tough, foul-mouthed blacksmith that Jory pretended to serve. I shivered in the early morning cold, but all three of my elders looked as comfortable and commandeering as ever.

“Congrats on your courses,” Allesandra offered. None of us said anything, confused and upset at our “reward”.

“When the Headmistress speaks to you, you will speak back,” the Captain said. His voice was tight and barely contained, the steam that escapes a small vent.

“Thank you, Headmistress,” I forced out.

“Regretfully, you are to be challenged. It is not an easy thing, deciding to put you in danger, but I have faith in you just like I have faith in Balin,” Allesandra said, her blue eyes just as piercing and recognizable in the elements as they were in her office. “What have you heard of the trial?”

None of us spoke for a moment until I saw the Captain’s fists clench.

“Not much, other than details aren’t freely given about the matter.”

“Very good, Redlin,” she said. Pride coursed through me. “Firstly, details about the trial are not to be shared with others who have not already passed. Students of Eilen must be ready to adapt. Prior knowledge and a non-growth mindset are slow but sure killers.

“The Trial of Survival entails one week out in the elements. You will be led north, into the Wastes, with one day of rations, two tents, four blankets, warmer clothes, and hunting supplies. You will be given a flare arrow; fire it into the air if one of you is close to death or if you’d like to yield. However, if you yield, I will remember it.”

That threat was more menacing than any I had heard before, far greater than anything the Captain had said. I heard Gare gulp and felt my blood run cold.

The Captain and the blacksmith handed us each a bow, a quiver of arrows, our weapons, and the supplies that Allesandra had mentioned. Isaaru appeared and took us out the back gate of Eilen. Even though I was familiar with him, I wished it was Prace. Bitterness was plain upon Isaaru’s face, while Prace may have swallowed it and shown us one last gentle gesture. If we were going to our deaths, it would have been nice to have seen some level of fatherly sympathy.

The back gate opened creakily and its metal screeched for all to hear, the sound to start our march. Hoods up, scarves on, and with only our eyes visible, we marched into the cold. Isaaru said nothing but I could feel the anger on him. I remembered his outburst with Prace about their fallen companion. He must have been like us once. How many friends had he lost? How many children had he led to their deaths?

We trekked for hours, four or five. Gare was already shivering, the poor bastard.

Isaaru stopped beneath three tall, dead trees. They were blackened statues, their color and defiance standing out against the snow. Our guide clasped me on the shoulders and wordlessly begged for me to come back alive. Deep beneath that bitterness was a kind man, one who had surely gone through similar trials with Prace and Pieck.

That kindheartedness didn’t stop him from leaving us in the wasteland.

To the west was a small clearing of evergreen trees, but for the most part, snow was all we could see in the wide landscape before us. The winds weren’t powerful, but even a gentle gust alongside this open of a landscape led to a biting cold. Canopies of visible breath came from all of us; the scarfs did little to deter it.

“Alright, first things first, let’s set up the tents,” Malcolm said.

“No, not all of us. Two of us need to hunt while it’s still daylight,” I said.

“Hunt what? There’s nothing out here,” Malcolm complained.

“There’s always something. They wouldn’t send us out here to die.”

“They might just be testing our resolve, seeing how long we can last before calling for help.”

“No, I don’t think so. I’m going hunting. You three can stay here if you choose, more than likely you’d slow me down,” I said. I wanted to be friends with them, but these were the Wastes. Survival cares not for friendship.

“I’ll go,” Gare volunteered.

“No, your footsteps are noisy,” I said. “I’ll be back.”

I slung the bow over my shoulder and took my liuyedao and a quiver of arrows, but left all the other supplies behind. In solitude, I approached the clearing, the most likely spot to find food. I recalled all the lessons my father had taught me. Finding game in forests was always dicey, but in harsh winter, I’d need every bit of luck and guidance available to me. My mother’s scarf served as a reminder: I could do this.

The clearing was silent, but alive. In the center, the most unweathered and un-snowed area, faded tracks remained. Rabbits and some sort of small rodent had walked across this snow. Not recently, but recent enough to show that they surely lived here, hunkered down for the winter.

I climbed into the trees and waited. There’s a common misconception that animals lie completely still for the entire winter and wait, surviving off fat. Some animals do this, but not all, and I was after the rabbits that had left markings.

Hunting is an unexciting game of waiting combined with one dreadfully intense moment. It reminds me of war, in some ways: a lot of standing around followed by sudden death.

As I waited in the trees, I reflected on my terseness with the group. So far I had been eager to please, unwilling to commit to an opinion that would see me in their ill graces. However, when survival was on the line, I had been strict and demanding. I hadn’t even thought about it, and it felt just as natural as when I’d received my blade. I understood something about myself then: a simple soldier’s life was not for me. I would either be a Vanguard or a general.

I wanted it, felt called to it. A life of grandeur, of consequence. I’d been left behind by my family, sold into the ranks of Eilen. So what? Was I destined for a life of failure? Of being forgotten? No, my future was in my hands, and all I had to do was reach out and grab it.

Part of me died in those woods.

A new man, I sat in the trees like a bird of prey, silently looking over the grounds I had decided were mine. Hours passed, but I had entered a zen-like state, alternating between thinking nothing at all and thinking about the armies I would lead and the warm festivities that would follow my victories. Occasionally, my mind would drift towards Mika, envisioning her in all black and marching side by side with me throughout our estate. My mind drifted towards … other things, as boys’ minds tend to do. In the midst of fantasizing, I saw the tell-tale hint of movement from my left.

Mostly buried under snow, a hedgehog had left its den. They do this every few days during hibernation, and it was bad luck that it chose today. It gently shook side to side, shaking snow off. It was a cute thing, a bit on the skinny side, and all white outside of its eyes and a small button nose. It lifted its head upward and the ridges of its nose closed rapidly as it breathed in a new day.

My arrow went straight through its spine.

The hedgehog was embedded into the ground but its legs kept trying to run away. It began pleading and screaming in the way only dying animals could. I descended the tree and put the hedgehog out of its misery as quickly as I could, the way my father taught me. I felt no pity for the creature. I didn’t enjoy its suffering, but it didn’t upset me either.

I smeared some blood on an ashen tree fifteen feet away, marking not only a potential burrow but potentially baiting predators that hadn’t planned for the winter well enough. To combat the sticky, red residue on my hands, I picked up some snow and melted it, washing away gore before putting my gloves back on and returning back to the camp with our dinner. My mother’s scarf was an equal comfort to the meat I had collected. I imagined she’d be proud, if she saw me.

Despite me being gone for hours, the camp was a mess. Both tents were out in the idle of the clearing, not taking advantage of the small bit of cover the three trees could provide. One of the tents—the one I presumed Gare had built—looked like it was about to fall over.

Everyone was inside. I let out a low but loud whistle, one that could carry far in open land like this. No one stirred. I whistled again, louder this time. Gare poked a head out. Rohan and Malcolm stayed inside.

I went to their tent, found the point where all the poles met, and untied it. The draping fell to the snow, the sticks bouncing on each other.

“What the fuck, Redlin?” Malcolm asked after belly-crawling out of the mess.

“Fix my tent,” I said, pausing between each grunted word.

Malcolm stood over me, looking down with a sneer. The exhalation of his nose was barely contained and he got closer, bumping me. I stood strong. He was taller than me, but I had thrown the gauntlet. I wasn’t backing down.

“Get Gare to do it,” he commanded.

My fist connected with his jaw, an uppercut he never saw coming. It rocked him off his feet and he stumbled backwards, tripping over the tent and Rohan. He was red then, his fists clenched in the snow, and he charged forward recklessly. He was off balance and I met his charge head-on. I used his height to my advantage and went under him, connecting directly with his ribs and sending him once more to the ground.

I let him rise—one last time—although he was operating out of anger instead of a fighter’s resolve. When he did, it wasn’t fists he was carrying. He had pulled the handaxe from his side.

I pulled my liuyedao. The hiss as I drew it was the only sound in the world. A breeze picked up and snowflakes danced around us, a beautiful audience encouraging a deadly duel. He’d grown short blonde hair that breezed with the wind, but his face was unchanging. He was made of stone, unyielding and stoic.

“You sure you want to do that?” I asked.

“Yeah,” he growled.

He took a step forward. He flipped the handaxe once, testing the weight. I felt oddly calm with what was at stake. I already knew that I was quicker than him, and I suspected I was stronger as well, despite his height. Bladework was what I was made to do. Most importantly, I somehow knew my story wouldn’t end here. I aligned myself to the starting pose that I had been trained in and pointed the tip at him.

Rohan’s hand snaked out and pulled Malcolm to the ground, grabbing the leather strap of the axe and disarming him as he fell. Malcolm landed with a thud, and although it was a far cry from the tackle I had delivered, he stayed on the ground.

“He got food for us,” Rohan said in a frustration-tinged voice, as if that explained everything away. He joined Gare, encouraged him to get out of the tent and then showed him how to properly construct it.

That left Malcolm and me, staring at each other like rival wolves. After a long moment where I thought we were about to fight again, the bigger lad broke and spat clear phlegm on the ground. Steam rose from it. He walked away.

I sighed, picked up the hedgehog, and began to clean it.

The sun began to set as we all, barring Malcolm, resumed our tasks. The three productive members of our group worked quietly with the rest of our fading daylight. I came close to demanding Malcolm do something but I recalled lessons from the Captain encouraging us to know how and when to lay off the men. He kicked and drew in the snow, twiddled his thumbs, and rubbed his jaw where I had hit him. Childish behavior, mostly, but behavior I let him have.

We cooked the hedgehog and ate it when the sun set. It was full of gristle and didn’t taste like anything other than smoke, but no one complained.

I retired to the tent and let go of a breath of anger I didn’t know I had been holding onto. My teeth were still clenched and my shoulders tense from the leftover adrenaline of the fight. Even after the mundane task of fletching, adrenaline was still kicking. If Rohan hadn’t intervened, would we have fought with steel? Was he bluffing? Would I have died?

I knew the answers. He wasn’t bluffing. Neither was I. I would have killed him.

It’s a chilling realization, understanding that you’re a killer at heart. While I hadn’t crossed that threshold, I knew I could. Hells, I wanted it. I wanted to know what it was like. Spilling sickly, sweet blood. Watching the life of someone fade away. Testing my mettle against someone and coming out on top. I tasted acrid anticipation and felt my heart quickening at the concept.

Gare entered the tent with a big smile and he slapped me on the shoulder.

“I’ve always wanted to do that,” he whispered excitedly.

“Cleaning prey? It’s not very exciting.”

“No! Go toe-to-toe with Malcolm and put him on his ass!”

“Ah. Just boys being boys,” I dismissed.

“Be stoic if you want,” he said, lying down and turning away from me. “I hope you do it again.”

A wolf howled in the distance, far, far away.

-

I had a dream that I was fighting off an ancient black wolf. It had already clamped down on my leg and was shaking me, but I kept batting against it and flailing against its eye. Its black blood and mine splattered around us and mixed together, creating a sickly dark green color. I was beginning to get the upper hand when a falcon landed on me and started pecking with a wicked beak.

Flames erupted behind me, blasting both creatures, and I woke up.

-

Night surrounded our tent, but nature calls when it calls. I went to relieve myself behind a tree, shivering slightly with the cold.

Despite the brutality of the wasteland, the sky there was something to behold: a perfect black canvas with wide streaks of a bright green. Smaller purple strands of mystical light danced alongside the green ones, and tiny white stars adorned the scene like jewels in a crown.

Pissing does have a way of distracting you from beauty, however.

With my business complete, I stepped out from the tree and saw Malcolm waiting for me. His hands were clasped together like a scorned child.

“I’m sorry,” he said, his voice close to breaking.

“It’s alright. We’re a team. Sometimes … sometimes team members get into fights,” I said.

“I should have helped Gare out. I should always be helping him.” He let out an exasperated exhale, his breath a cloud. He balled his fist and punched his palm.

“Why don’t you?” I asked.

“There’s just something about him that pisses me off. I used to be like him, on the streets. Scared. My sister was always having to watch over me. Some of the things she did for me …” He trailed off and let the silence fill in the blanks.

“I guess, I guess he reminds me of me,” he resumed. “The way he stands, the way he talks. The way he flinches at every door opening. The way he stammers. Really, Redlin, I used to be like him. And you know what happened? The world beat that cowardice out of me. If I have to do it so he grows up and becomes a man, then that’s what I have to do.”

“Gare’s not a coward,” I said. “But even if he is, and even if the onus was on you to change him, what you’re doing isn’t working. Pressure turns some stones into diamonds, true, but it turns others to dust. All you’re doing is terrorizing, not leading. If you really want to help him, give him a comforting word. Lead by example. We all have things we could improve on.”

“Like what?”

“That tent was pretty shoddily built.”

Malcolm chuckled at that and had an embarrassed smile.

“Yeah. I should have helped him with that. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t mention it. Besides, roommates are supposed to fight every once in a while, right? Forget about it,” I said. I picked up some snow and let it melt in my hand, and then held it out. He shook it earnestly. I left him in the middle of the snowed-on camp, eager to get back to some semblance of warmth and rest. Over his shoulder, he asked one more question.

“Were we really going to fight with steel?”

“No,” I lied.

-

I did not wake with the dawn, seeing that as a fool’s effort. The animals I would set out to hunt would not stir with the early morning, so why should I? I took the lesson from them and conserved energy, waiting out the dreaded period of survival. Our group had six days left. Six days to weather.

When I did rouse from the tent, no one complained about the late start. They were standing around, trying to look busy, but I knew they were just waiting for orders.

“Rohan, with me. Malcolm and Gare, rest. Lie still and conserve energy, as much as you can,” I said, my voice a clear ring.

The two I assigned to rest nodded solemnly. I pointed to Malcolm’s axe and Rohan grabbed it before we headed off to the clearing.

Rohan offered neither approval nor disdain about the punches Malcolm and I had exchanged. He was closer to Malcolm than he was to me, but I was the one who had located a potential food source and knew how to survive. Besides, our aspirations were similar, and I think he knew that.

Teenage loyalty is a funny thing, though, so we trudged on in silence.

After close to an hour’s walk, we arrived at the small forest where I had located the hedgehog. I assigned Rohan the task of getting firewood and bringing as much as he could carry back to our camp, as well as further instructions to send Malcolm while he rested.

I hoped that his loud chopping and general disturbance of the forest would cause some of the nested animals to move about and hopefully show signs of life, but they were either too careful or too lazy to do so. I took to inspecting the general area I had shot the game, mostly by stomping about the location and seeing if I could shake an animal to flight or find some sort of burrow hole. No luck. The blood smear I had left was undisturbed as well, so my hope of baiting predators was diminished, but not entirely gone. Based on last nights’ howls, I knew there were wolves out here, somewhere.

I climbed a tree to get a better survey of the surroundings. With my companion chopping firewood, it wasn’t easy to fall into a mental rhythm of juggling imagination and focusing on signs of movement, but eventually I fell into the state.

Hours came and went. Rohan switched out for Malcolm, who switched out for Gare. Billows of smoke rose from our camp after his departure.

I stayed up in the tree until an hour before nightfall and headed back, nothing to show for it. We had half rations, not enough to fill our stomachs, but enough to let us have an energetic day tomorrow. The atmosphere was heavy and wooden, no one in the best of spirits after a day of half rations and unsure of where we would find our next meal.

I struggled to get to sleep that night. While we had eaten, living off unending buffets had made for an undisciplined hunger. I wondered what Syndra and Merak were up to. They were probably being read to by mother, Lace at their feet, while my father snoozed near the fire.

The shrill screaming of wolves sounded out in the night. They were closer this time, and I knew what was coming. Gare was awake too, wide-eyed, shakily holding a dagger like a housewife holding a kitchen knife.

I quickly strapped my boots on and unsheathed my blade. The howls grew closer still, their cries bouncing off our three trees and enveloping our camp.

Rohan and Malcolm were out of their tent before I could get out of mine. Rohan held a longsword while Malcolm held his handaxe. Wordlessly, we approached the fire and established a four-man pose, each of us facing a different direction. The fire was still burning, but burning low, and the wolves hadn’t yet made their approach as they stalked the shadows. They were the demons in the dark, the knives hidden in sleeves, the whispers of betrayal.

I saw one. It was hunched over and had yellow eyes that glowed from the firelight. It barked and gnashed its teeth at us twice, hoping one of us would bolt. I felt Gare’s muscles stiffen, but we stood strong, a wall, a unit.

Another one appeared on my right, closer to Rohan, and it too yelped. A third came and it let out a laugh, something like a hyena. We did not buckle under the intimidation.

They slunk back into the shadows, only to reappear in different locations and try again. It was agonizing, listening to them assault our ears and our souls. I cursed myself for not bringing the bow out of the tent. We were stuck waiting. Fighting in the dark in an incohesive unit was unthinkable.

The wolves got closer and closer, taking their sweet time as they did. Once they got ten feet away, they slowly started to circle us. They let out occasional laughs and bit the air in our direction, but made no move. It was a battle of wills. Wolves love to chase, but generally don’t like to fight. As a group, if we stayed strong, they wouldn’t approach. When dawn broke, they’d flee, or we’d fight. But we were going to do it on our terms, whatever came.

And then Gare ran.

Everything happened at once. All three wolves darted after Gare, slobber flying out of their mouths as they dashed. Someone whispered “fuck”. The three of us turned on our heels and chased after the predators. I managed to slice one of the wolves’ hind legs as it moved out of my range. It wasn’t a deep slash, but it was enough to make it yelp with pain and tumble during its sprint. It fell onto its back. Before it could scramble back upright, I lunged forward and skewered its upturned belly. It made pleading sounds as it rolled over onto its legs and tried to run forward, but when it did, the rent in its stomach split further open. Blood and intestines spilled out as it fell back to the snow.

In the brief moment that I had taken to dispatch that wolf, the other two had caught up to Gare and had him pinned to the ground. One had almost gotten its teeth around his throat when Rohan ran into it, sword point first. He continued running, but the wolf had tried to hang on to its meal and had dug its claws into Gare’s cheek.

Rohan’s momentum proved too much and he took the starving creature with him, holding it up in the air by his sword, until the imbalance of weight caused him to topple forward. I saw the rakes of blood on Gare’s face, but I hadn’t heard him scream at all. I feared the worst.

The final wolf was eating at our fallen companion’s wrist, hungry enough to ignore the death around him. Malcolm made a clumsy swing and sunk his handaxe into the nape of the creature’s neck, but not deep enough to kill it. The beast yelped and, still chewing, ran away. Chunks of flesh fell outside its maw. A small trail of blood, sinew, and tufts of white hair led out into the Wastes.

I threw my blade to the ground and sprinted to Gare. He was breathing, but barely. The wounds on his face were bad enough I could see the inside of his mouth, and his inner wrist was missing a large portion of flesh, enough to see the bone underneath.

“Fuck,” I said. I didn’t know what to do. I had never handled injuries like these. My panic rose when I saw the blood pooling underneath him. The bastards must have tackled and clawed him from behind. I thought about just killing him right then and there, I was so sure he was going to die.

“Step back,” Malcolm said, his voice resonant and firm. He knelt down, gloves removed and in hand, and put them over the wound on Gare’s wrist. “Hold this here, tightly,” he commanded me.

With numb hands, I followed his instructions. The gloves quickly soaked through and Gare’s blood began to leak onto me. I replaced Malcolm’s ruined gloves with my own.

“Rohan,” Malcolm said with the voice of the grave. “Fire the signal arrow.”

“We’ll fail,” he said timidly.

“Fuck the test.”

Rohan lit the arrow and fired it into the air. At the zenith of its flight, it exploded into a white burst of flame and sent sparks in several different directions. They rained down on us like falling stars.

After that, all we could do was wait and pray. The shallow rise and fall of Gare’s chest were all that stirred in our camp. I held his wrist, Malcolm held a blanket to his back, and Rohan held a cloth to his cheek. Our hands were covered in blood, but we never broke from our post.

Hours passed. I worried that they hadn’t seen the arrow and Gare was going to die out there. His bleeding slowed to a trickle as he grew paler. At one point, he let out a ragged cough, thick with mucus, and I thought it was his death rattle.

Gare did not die that night. Right before dawn, Prace, Isaaru, and two other Eilen guards I had never met arrived. They quickly assessed him, bandaged him, and put him on their shoulders. They gave us no instructions and when I asked what we should do, they outright ignored us. The single thing they did for us was throw another signal arrow on the ground, right next to one of the wolves’ corpses. I knelt down to pick it up, but with the exhaustion I felt, I tumbled into the snow beside the slain beast.

“Hey, Redlin,” Rohan said, cleaning his bloodied hands with snow.

“Yeah?” I asked, lying beside the dead wolf.

“What did you say your last name was, again?”

Malcolm laughed maniacally behind him.

-

Despite the fact that the sun was rising, I went to sleep. I instructed Malcolm to bury the wolves with snow to cover their scent from any carrion predators and to keep watch. Even though the wolves were skinny, their carcasses and the half ration we had left should have been enough to cover us food-wise, and then all we had to worry about were the elements and any other animal hungry enough to risk its life for a meal.

I had wicked nightmares about Gare being eaten alive by wolves. Couldn’t tell you why.

I awoke around noon, hungry and sore. Rohan had taken over the watch and he greeted me with a solemn nod.

“Think he’s going to make it?” he asked.

“Yeah. Not sure what’s going to happen to him after, though,” I said as I began to nibble on my half ration.

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know if he’ll be able to use that hand ever again. Even if they don’t amputate it, it’ll be of limited function.”

“Was it that bad?”

“You didn’t see it?” I asked. “It’s that bad.”

“Poor Gare.”

“Fucker shouldn’t have ran,” Malcolm said, emerging from his tent. “Of all the foolish and cowardly things I’ve seen, that’s near the top.”

“He didn’t know what would happen,” I defended.

“No, selfish bastard wouldn’t have made that move if he had. He didn’t run towards the wolves in an effort to save us, he ran away from them to save himself.” Malcolm spat on the ground.

“You saved his life,” I said.

“Aye. Just because he’s an unloyal bastard doesn’t mean I am. I take back what I said earlier. We weren’t hard enough on him, apparently.”

Malcolm left again and I took to cleaning one of the carcasses while Rohan went to go get firewood. I wished Gare was there, telling some story from a book he read, or getting teased by Malcolm when they were both in good moods. But maybe Malcolm was right. He had abandoned us, quite literally left us to the wolves. On the other hand, he had paid dearly for it, and why should he have been loyal to us anyway? Malcolm, and to a lesser extent Rohan, abused him constantly. The two of us broke bread together most days, but had I ever stopped him from getting bullied?

Isaaru had raged at the fact that his and Prace’s friend was sent off to war and died doing so. Now, Gare’s life had been irreparably changed, all to prove that he was worth sending off to fight. And who were we fighting anyway? Why? Why were we dying for this, for Allesandra and Eilen?

Rohan dropped the firewood off, the reverberations startling me out of my thoughts.

“We do it because they took us in when nobody wanted us,” Rohan said. He always had an innate ability to understand what I was thinking without me saying it.

“But who are we fighting?”

“Whoever she tells us to. Do you think other children get this? An education? A chance to take life into their own hands? No, they live on the streets, ignored and disdained, or worse. Some get caught and conscripted right away, given a spear and put in the front lines with no training and no armor. Some get forced into other things, fates unimaginable,” he said, dropping the axe near the logs. “I may not be one of them, but don’t preach to me that life is unfair. My father … he … Fuck it. Just don’t say kids in Eilen aren’t given opportunities.”

“I imagine Gare would feel differently.”

“Let him feel what he wants. He abandoned his brothers.”

“Brothers?” I asked, rising and throwing the body to the ground. “We treat him like an insect.”

“He’s about to get treated even worse! We were trying to turn him into a man! We failed,” he barely restrained himself from yelling.

“We bullied and abused him.”

“We showed him what it would take to make his way in the world. Ask yourself this, would Gare have stayed and fought with us if we gave him platitudes? Or would he have abandoned us and left us to die?”

“I guess we’ll never know,” I growled.

“You may not. I do.”

Without a response ready, I left the camp with the axe in a huff. I took my anger out on the trees, not caring that I had blood and fur stuck to my hands. I just wanted to survive the week and check in on Gare.

-

Quite frankly, the rest of the week went by slowly. As the days went on, we talked less about him and more about rumors. Even though Gare’s fate was an uncomfortable topic that loomed over us, one that put me at odds with my companions, we could still joke around. We survived off wolf flesh. We didn’t eat the last day, but people have survived far worse than missing a day’s worth of meals.

At noon of our final day, Prace and one of the other Eilen guards came to retrieve us. Prace didn’t say anything, but we ended up as the rear guard and he hugged me and then punched my shoulder. I felt an inordinate amount of pride receiving the gesture.

We asked about Gare, but received no response, just like before when they had come to collect him. So, we hiked in silence. The sky was blue and the snow was beginning to dissipate, especially the closer to Eilen we got. I hummed Mika’s song to myself and felt the warmth of the sun. I didn’t deserve it after failing Gare, but I enjoyed it all the same.

-

We spotted Eilen as the sun was fading. That circle of white was a safe haven, one that provided mixed feelings of the eagerness for immediate safety and the trepidation of knowing that simply being soldiers of Eilen put us in danger.

Allesandra stood outside the walls. She cut a scarecrow-esque figure. Dressed in black, she stood out against the white all around us.

“Congratulations,” she started.

“Is he dead?” I cut in. One of the guards pushed me, and due to my fatigue, I fell to my knees. I held my head up in defiance.

“No,” Allesandra said coolly. “Gare Polink is alive, and is expected to remain that way. He’s running a fever and the wound is infected, but he’s under constant monitoring.”

Her blue eyes contained wells of guilt and sympathy, even as she gave the words with the stoicism of a doctor. Maybe she felt genuine remorse at the sacrifice, but given what happened between us, I doubt it.


Chapter 15 - A Warm Welcome
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Malcolm and Rohan had left to “celebrate” with the group that they gambled with. While they didn’t treat me as badly as Gare, they also didn’t treat me with the genuine warmth with which I had met them originally. A divide was growing between us.

I would have rejected the offer anyway. After all those events in the Wastes, I wanted Mika. Needed her. I needed to hear that snort-giggle she did when I said something embarrassing, needed to see the way her eyes would widen, ever so slightly, when our skin brushed against each other.

I passed by students who nodded respectfully at me, whispers passing in my wake. I held my head high, despite hearing a few snickers that threatened to take the wind out of my sails. I didn’t know if they were laughing at me, with each other, or both, but that’s how the teenage mind works. Every laugh around me was clearly a jape at my expense, every whisper a rumor that threatened my reputation. Total nonsense, of course, but sometimes our perceptions plague us.

When I arrived at the top of the battlements, she was there, beautiful as ever. A light breeze pushed her red hair to the side and the shining sun made her golden eyes glow in the warmth. A butterfly flew around her, its blue wings flitting about her white robes, contrasting with her in the way a diamond contrasts against a gold band, making both ever more valuable.

The butterfly landed on her shoulder and she walked up to me with urgency. Before I could think of anything to say, her arms had enveloped me in a needful hug.

“I begged him not to send wolves after you,” she said into my shoulder.

“Balin?” I asked. This was his facility, after all. Even with that, and the constant bias that the classes held for Balin, I had managed to avoid a life of dedication to a singular figure. It furthered my outcast status, as he was the only god outside of Reign that students commonly worshiped.

She didn’t answer; instead, she clung tight to me for another moment. She smelled like lilacs and a touch of cinnamon, and her hair was warm from absorbing the sun. My heart was beating rapidly, and yet, I felt totally at peace. I rested my chin on the top of her head.

We stayed like that until a tuft of wind threw the butterfly off her shoulder. It flitted away and we watched it together, until it turned into an azure speck on the horizon.

“I was worried about you when I saw them bring your squadmate in.” She kept her head down.

“Did that already get out?” I asked.

“It’s what most of the conscripts are talking about. Some are saying that you’re cursed.”

“Me?” I asked, dumbstricken. “Why? All I’ve done since I got here is take classes, read, and train.”

“You really haven’t heard?” She sat down on an unopened crate. “They say that you can run for hours without getting tired, that you are faster than anyone with a blade, and now you have been condemned by Balin and are no longer welcome here. Plus, there’s your eyes …” She coasted off, letting me fill in the blanks and process the weight of each accusation.

Ultimately, they rang false.

I could run longer than most, sure. I was probably quicker in a fight than most of the students, but not faster than Jory, who was an old man. Condemned by a god was a more serious offense, especially when he was revered in this place I called home. I understood that he was represented by wolves, but getting attacked by them was nothing more than ill timing. If anything, Gare was the condemned one.

“My eyes?” I asked, unable to figure out what she meant.

“Black as coal. Superstitions say that those with blue eyes are chosen by Balin, brown by Odis, green by Samira, red by Tidur, but black is for the rejected.”

“I don’t put much value on superstitions,” I said, trying to seem casual and dangerous. “But everything else is true, except being the condemned. It wasn’t damnation that he offered, but a trial. He tested me and I rose to the challenge.”

“You’re quick to lie.” She smiled devilishly. “But I’ll pass those rumors along.”

“All will fear Redlin of the Wolves,” I said, forcing a chuckle. “So, what do they say about people with golden eyes?”

“Well, they say they’re Reign’s chosen and being around them is good luck.” Her eyes were playful and I had no idea if she was telling the truth.

“I do feel rather lucky.” My hand crept towards hers.

“How lucky?” Her hand crept closer to mine.

Our fingers intertwined and I couldn’t think of anything to say. My heart pounded in my chest and I felt myself sweating, despite the cool demeanor I was trying to fake. All the magic I’ve wielded and it doesn’t compare to that feeling I had the first time we held hands.

She looked up at me, her chin tilted upwards, pink lips almost puckered. I should have kissed her then and there, but I didn’t. The moment slipped by, like sand in the hourglass, and with reddened cheeks she swiveled away. When her fingers danced and wiggled in my grasp, I let her go.

“You’ll come back, won’t you?” she asked.

“Always,” I said, getting the hint that it was time to leave.

When I left, she was facing the horizon, watching a red sunset.

-

I wandered about for a little while after. I went to the library and got a new book, the mess hall for a bite to eat, and then the infirmary to see if they would let me check in on Gare. I passed by the chapel to Balin on my way to see Gare and it filled me with dread. The wolves carved into the archway watched me as I walked past, condemning me for what I had done to their brothers.

I made it into the infirmary, a room that smelled like death and was full of dusty, unoccupied beds, but Gare was in the intensive care room and I was not allowed access. I asked the orderly, a woman with broad shoulders and a peeved expression, to pass along that I came to check on him. She told me that she was not my servant and to piss off.

After that, I returned to my dorm. Malcolm and Rohan had not returned yet, and I was grateful for it. The solitude and the presence of a good book were all I wanted in the world. I read until I fell asleep in bed, the book cracked open on my chest as I slumbered.

I was shaken awake at dusk by Rohan. He held a letter with a black wolf print over crossed swords stamped on the outside.

“The lady wants to see us,” he said.

“She always picks bad times,” I said groggily, rubbing the sleep out of my eyes.

“So it goes. You coming?”

“Yeah, yeah,” I griped as I stretched. The only thing that I had wanted to see was the back of my eyelids. The hallways were empty as the two of us traversed, a rarity.

“Malcolm already there?” I asked.

He handed me the letter instead of responding. Allesandra’s unmistakable penmanship revealed only a few words: Rohan Munk and Redlin of the Wolves to see me immediately.

“What’d we fuck up this time?” I asked, trying to bring a breath of levity to the situation.

“Maybe they’re making us Vanguards already.” Rohan smiled weakly.

“Points for optimism.”

“We only permanently endangered one member of our squad when the only point was survival. I don’t see why they wouldn’t let us.”

“Nothing says ‘trust us to guard your nobles’ quite like it,” I quipped. I felt bad even as I made jokes at Gare’s expense, my outrage and ability to stick up for him washed away merely by wanting to fit in.

I’ve looked back on my life many times throughout the years and there’s one commonality: I’ve always been a coward.

-

No one was waiting to meet us at the bottom of the stairs so we ascended. The air got colder with each step, to the point we were able to see our breath a little past halfway up. Before we could knock, Allesandra’s voice commanded from inside her office.

“Enter.”

With the raised eyebrows of a condemned man who has accepted death, I shrugged at Rohan and walked in first. As usual, the room was cold, dark, and Allesandra’s ice-blue eyes were the focal point of all activity, a black hole of attention that caused you to focus on her and nothing else. However, when I broke free from the trance, I noticed a man in dull black armor standing in the corner. His face was plain and his hair shaggy and unwashed, and his armor looked more battered than a book read a hundred times over.

“Redlin, Rohan, this is Asher, leader of the Vanguards,” Alessandra announced. I nodded respectfully and he nodded back, a man of few words and curt manners. His eyes were like my own, black, but the years had sanded down the luster behind them and turned them into dull irises sitting on a plain, square face.

While I was unimpressed by the man, Rohan was bowing in deference, his head low and the back of his neck exposed.

“You Wiles’ boy?” Asher asked, his voice slightly higher pitched than I’d expected.

“Yes sir, I am Rohan Munk.”

“Then stand up straight, your father wouldn’t want you bowing to me.”

Rohan rose, slightly flushed, but stood as proud as any noble.

“I hear you two want to be Vanguards,” he said.

“Yes, sir,” I said.

“Why?”

“Why do you want to know?” I challenged.

“Some get into it to make a name for themselves, some to impress nobility. A few are suicidal. The untalented try out to avoid becoming a soldier.” He pointed at me. “You’re desperate to prove yourself. Orphan? No, dropped off. Still stings, doesn’t it? Don’t want to be forgotten and left behind again?”

Hurt and hate boiled up in me, and I reached for where I usually carried my blade. I had left it in the training grounds, like I was supposed to, and found myself empty-handed when Asher barked a laugh.

“I can use him.” His arms folded into his chest. “He talented?”

“Dark, dark green,” Allesandra answered.

Asher let out a low whistle. “I’ll take him, when the time’s right, if that’s okay with you.”

“Go with Balin’s blessing,” Allesandra replied, a note of sarcasm dripping off her words.

“And you, Wiles’ boy. Seeking to impress daddy? Make things easier for the family? Hah, both of you, chasing the ghosts of your fathers. I’m warning you now, you’ll regret joining me, but just like Reign takes blessings, I’ll take you.” He walked past us, placing a firm hand on each of our shoulders. “My lady, I am ever in your service. They have my approval to be placed on the Vanguard schedule.”

He left, his footsteps sharp clacks against the stone.

“Tell me once, and tell me now, is being a Vanguard something you truly want?” Allesandra asked.

“Yes,” we said in accidental unity.

“Very well. Dismissed.”


Chapter 16 - The Traumas of Others
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Our meeting with Allesandra had smoothed out any difficulties between Rohan and me, which slowly smoothed out any difficulties with Malcolm as well. Before long, I even rejoined their gambling expeditions. Lyra always looked at me hungrily as we played, going out of her way to try to knock me out of the game, but also acting suspiciously tepid with Malcolm. I held back my comments about both. If I was happy with Mika, then silence was a small price to pay for Malcolm’s own piece of prosperity.

We had four days of rest before signing up for classes, and then we’d have three more days before they started. The absence of Gare was one felt only by me, but I distracted myself with literature, baths, gambling, playing games with Prace and Isaaru, and, of course, talking to Kimana. Whatever relationship the two of us were creating was budding slowly, almost painfully slowly, but as a young boy with his first love I took any progress I could. Our hands would occasionally find each other’s, never acknowledged, but my heart would race every time.

On the second day of rest, we were notified that Gare was awake.

The three of us went to visit him. We chatted as we walked, making small jokes and teasing each other. We entered the infirmary with a respectful quiet, but the scent of amusement was not one easily lost, and we stank with it as we entered the back room where our injured companion was.

They had chopped off his arm, right below the elbow.

We didn’t get the chance to say anything. The moment he saw us, panic started. He started shrieking and threw a glass at us. It sailed next to my head and shattered on the wall behind me, the shards sprinkling the ground like the sparks of a blacksmith. His stump was bandaged and the bandages were a light brown, drenched in a weeping fluid. Most of what he said was gibberish, primal yelling, but I caught my name and the word “protect” in the tirade.

A nurse rushed in and escorted us out. Because of our shock, we followed her like sheep. We still heard his yelling and babbling until we made it into the hallway. Malcolm cracked his knuckles, Rohan inspected the ceiling, and I scratched at my chin.

It was impossible to enjoy things after seeing the display. The food I ate reminded me of the wolf eating Gare’s flesh, the adventures I read reminded me of the risk we all took in the Wastes, and my sleep was plagued by nightmares. If Rohan or Malcolm were as affected as I was, they didn’t show it.

The one thing that I did enjoy was training. I let myself into Jory’s weapon room every day following Gare’s outburst. Any emotion I felt I put into my training, honing myself into a weapon. I pushed past my limits.

I told myself that if I was faster I could have saved Gare from getting savaged. If I was stronger, he’d have stood with us. If I was better, Gare would still have his hand.

I dragged a training dummy into the dojo and carved it up. However, there was no replacement for a true training partner, and luckily, Jory found me, late in the night.

The old man was dressed in training leathers, which should have looked ridiculous on him, but instead he looked like an old oak: firm and powerful. He tossed me a wooden version of my liuyedao, the hilt, weight, and length an exact match for its steel counterpart. He unveiled his own wooden sword, a relatively plain, straight sword.

We bowed to each other, he out of routine and I out of instinct, and then we clashed.

He led with a raised strike that came down on me like a crashing wave, the strike aimed at my collarbone. I stepped backwards, letting the strike fall.

“Be more aggressive,” Jory said. If the movement had taxed him at all, he didn’t show it.

He came at me with a conservative cross slash, one that I countered before stepping closer into him. Our blades were still intertwined and I didn’t know what to do next, despite all my creative moves. Jory hit me with an open palm from his bare hand.

“The sword is part of you, but it’s not all you have. Where’s the creative boy I saw last?”

The slight goading was all I needed. I dashed around the side of him and made him block blows at awkward angles, never letting him regain his footing. The moves that I had been practicing were starting to fit together like puzzle pieces. I could see how Jory moved, and I learned to use one move to set up another, like a chess player. I’d strike, he’d counter, I’d counter the counter, and we’d go on like that. I got to the point where I was constantly seeing four moves ahead, a choreographed dance where I was the conductor.

I was low to the ground, bringing my blade up in an uppercutting fashion, when Jory’s boot met my face. I skidded across the ground, my wooden blade clattering beside me.

“Other people are creative too.”

“No kidding,” I gasped, wiping a drop of blood from my lips.

“Keep training, Windblessed. I’ll be back here tomorrow.” He returned back into an old man in demeanor, ancient and unused. The training leathers looked ridiculous on him, like a coat on a dog, but my face hurt and he was still faster than me. I did one hundred pushups and practiced a move I called the Lariat: a feint that starts as an overhand swing that’s intentionally shy of the target, encouraging them to step back. I follow through with the swing, bringing the blade and myself near to the ground, and then change hands so the sword is held backwards in the opposite hand. I’d rise, feigning with my right hand while striking with my left.

I practiced it over and over in that room, never knowing the harm it would do to Usmal.

-

The night before we were to sign up for classes, Gare returned to our dorm. He was like a doused hearth, one devoid of life and heat, with only the distant memory of embers remaining. When I said hello, he didn’t even register it. Rohan, Malcolm, and I all shared a silent communication: leave him alone.

It was hard to get to sleep that night. The boy in our room wasn’t the one I once knew. He was a stranger, one without the spark of humanity, and I worried that I’d wake up only to see the glint of a knife over me.

I did end up falling asleep that night, although it took a while, and when I awoke, Gare had already fled.

-

The morning was started as all mornings should be: by taking a bath. Stressed about facing a new onslaught of classes and worried about Gare. I focused on my breathing and coddled myself by thinking that at least this time I wouldn’t be dropped into classes that had already started. No tutors, no quizzes, no feeling like I didn’t belong. Plus, I had Mika, Rohan, Malcolm, and people like Prace in my life. I left the bath forcing myself to feel optimistic.

I was approached by a guard while I was changing. I was still in my towel, wet dripping off me. If she had any concern over being in the men’s changing room, she stifled it and politely informed me that she was to escort me to Allesandra’s office. She turned around while I changed into clothes, and now I imagine she hid a smile hearing me fumble about through sheer nervousness. Despite my growing reputation, I was still just a boy.

“Do you know Prace?” I asked as she led us out of the locker room.

“Lazy? Scars? Bad at cards? Yeah, I know him.”

“What about Isaaru?”

“I know him too.”

“Are you guys … happy?”

“Happy? Fuck no. Why, thinking about being a guard?” she asked. “Don’t do it. Be a teacher.”

“What about being a Vanguard?” I asked.

“Vanguard,” she scoffed. “Saddest bunch of fools I’ve ever met.”

She escorted me in silence after that, her boots making sharp clacks as we walked. People moved aside, as if they felt the disdain this woman had for life and all around her.

When we got to the staircase that led to Allesandra’s, she told me, “Don’t fuck it up,” and left.

Lyra appeared out of the door and descended while I climbed. She had her head held low, and despite the toughness I had known her for, it looked like tears were forming.

“You alright?” I asked.

“Never better.” She bumped into me. Any signs of weakness were erased and washed away like footprints on a beach. “But don’t worry about me, I saw what happens to the people you care about.”

She made a gesture of eating her arm and then chopping it off. I swung on her.

My fist connected with the side of her head and sent her tumbling down the stairs. I suddenly found myself falling as well when I realized that she had grabbed my shirt and we were now entwined. We bounced along together, but for all the sudden juts and bruising that comes with falling down a staircase, Lyra’s grip never faltered.

We landed in a heap at the bottom, both dazed and reeling, but before I could get her off me, she climbed atop and headbutted me. Her forehead connected with my cheek and the world went black for a second. I came to and saw that she was lining up to do it again, so I moved my head out of the way. I heard her head hit the stone through the clatter in her teeth and the crunch of her nose. I didn’t waste the chance given to me and I pushed her off. She rolled to the side, blood coming from her forehead, and we both rose like pit fighters after a long, gruesome fight. She put her fists up so I did the same.

Strong arms grabbed my wrists from behind. Reflexively, I threw my head back and felt it hit the chin of whoever had grabbed me. My efforts won me a yelp and a kick to the knee before I was forced down to the ground, hands pinned behind me.

“Maybe you shouldn’t be a teacher,” the guard who had escorted me whispered in my ear. “And you! Stay where you are!”

Lyra put her hands up when another guard tackled her. Our battered faces were inches away from each other, both of us in the same predicament. She smiled and her bloodied teeth and eager eyes reminded me of the wolves we had fought. She spat blood onto my face.

“Enough!”

A blast of cold hit all four of us, knocking the guards back and chilling me to the bone. The hairs on my arms were iced over and I began to shiver uncontrollably. I tried to brace myself for a kick I expected from Lyra due to my compromised position, but she was shivering and shaking just as hard.

“I will not abide this foolishness,” the icy voice said from the top of her stairs. Her footprints were accentuated with authority and I would have sacrificed anything to get away from her power. The closer she got, the colder I was, and I knew that I had entered some frozen hell. I found it impossible to breathe. The shock of the sudden change of temperature was too much and my body was rejecting even basic commands.

Then it faded away.

As sudden as the frigid outburst had occurred, it vanished. The floor was still covered with shards of growing ice, but the air was survivable again. Lyra and I rose shakily, staying on opposite sides of the hallway to avoid invoking Allesandra’s frosted wrath. The guards looked as shaken as we did. They held their hands to the hilt of their blades, unsure of what to do.

“You three are dismissed,” Allesandra said, pointing to Lyra and the guards. “Come with me.”

I rubbed my hands together, trying to get some warmth into them. While I was still dreading the coming confrontation, with the immediate fear of death gone I started to wonder how I could obtain power like that. She had blown us all away effortlessly. She could have killed us, if she wanted. Frigid as I was, my mind was alight with the possibilities and imaginations of what sort of future I could carve out with that sort of power.

“That was most disappointing,” Allesandra said. “I was going to put you in the Vanguard program, but after that display …”

“She insulted Gare,” I said testily.

“Yes, I saw. Do you think that justifies your actions? Sucker-punching a girl because she was mean to your roommate is an excessive display of loyalty at best. At worst, it’s unrestrained violence against a classmate. I could have you shipped across the Eastern Sea for contract work until you make enough money to be welcomed back or until you die.” She let out a long sigh that whistled through clenched teeth. “But, I’m not going to do that. I have faith in you, Redlin. I know your parents cast you out, but I’ve come to value you. You have a quick mind and quicker hands, a good heart, and the drive to make dreams reality. My disappointments and anger stems from a place of pride. You’ve really made something of yourself here. Don’t throw it away for anyone.”

I nodded, old feelings of betrayal and abandonment mixing together with something else. Not quite pride, and not quite loyalty, but a small sense of belonging. When my bruises ached or my knuckles hurt, I did not feel pain, but shame. I wanted to know how she had unleashed the winter’s breath, but the bravery I needed to muster had flown away like a scared flock of birds.

“Now, putting that aside for the moment, tell me, do you still want to be a Vanguard?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“It’s not an easy life they live.”

“It’s still the one I’d like.”

“Hmph.” Allesandra let out a small laugh. “So be it. However, you owe me a debt. I could justify cutting your career short and sending you off to be a soldier. I’m not going to do that, but I want a favor.”

“Name it. Anything,” I said.

“Be careful about offering yourself without knowing the terms,” she said.

She reminisced for a moment, that razor, iron-clad focus dropping for just a moment. I thought I saw something, beneath those cracks—a haunted, lonely woman, maybe. She shook it off and the Headmistress I had grown to know returned.

“One day, things may happen. I don’t think you’re destined to serve Balin, much as it pains me.”

“I’m Redlin of the Wolves,” I interrupted.

“You’re one of mine, not one of his.” She smiled sadly. “But you and I both know that you don’t worship the Wolf in the North. I just ask that you never besmirch his name, and never kill his disciples, no matter what happens.”

“I would never,” I said.

“What if I told you that the wolf you killed out in the Wastes was one of his?”

“Was it?” I countered.

“No. But you’re dodging the question.”

“Wolves can’t be true disciples.”

“Some argue that they’re the only ones who can.”

“People argue petty things every day.”

“True enough, but this is no petty thing. Promise me that no matter what comes, you will not assail his domain, not with word and not with blade,” she said.

“I promise.”

The cold in the room subsided.

“Good. I prefer when students have goals anyway. Being a Vanguard is a job that involves protecting nobility and high-ranking officials, and your courses need to reflect that. In order to not embarrass Eilen or Balin, that means you will need to know more history and more about religion. Practically speaking, you’ll need a greater understanding of medical practices and alchemical. I’m putting you in the classes I think will best benefit your journey.”

She scribbled some notes, taking any choice of classes away from me. After the fight on the stairs, I didn’t care at all. All I wanted was to make a name for myself, and if it was at the cost of small freedoms and sharing classes with friends, then so be it.

She passed along a script with my new course schedule. True to her word, it had the religious study Reign & Hierarchy, the historical class The Conflicts and Families of Usmal, the medical course Treating Wounds, and the alchemical course Poisons: Signs, Cures, and Creating.

“Thank you, Headmistress,” I said with a small bow. “I promise, I won’t disappoint you again.”

She smiled. It was gentle and calming and inspiring, one that I wish I could have bottled or captured in a painting. But of course, I couldn’t, and that made it all the worse when I broke my promise.


Interlude III
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Redlin motioned for Maya to set the quill down. She did, carefully drying the ink on the quill with a black handkerchief. She then went about making sure the recent papers she had written were dry before adjusting and reorganizing them.

“Tell me, how do the people you’ve heard about compare to the stories?” Redlin asked, raising the hood of his tattered cloak over his eyes as a burst of sunlight hit the window.

“Depends on which person, as well as which story,” Maya said, her blonde hair glowing like a cat’s in the new light.

“Skipping the obvious one, let’s start with Allesandra.”

“She’s a bit more motherly than I thought she would be. ‘Mother of Wolves’ invokes a certain feeling of a beastmaster, instead of an actual mother.”

“What about Gare?”

“More pathetic.”

A frown crept over Redlin’s face, but he didn’t challenge the accusation.

“Rohan?”

“Exactly as I expected.”

“Malcolm?”

“I had traveled a long time, and long distances, digging up stories about you,” Maya said. “I’ve been to The Grove, to the Taliyah Chain. I’ve been to Tor’Kah and White Glacier, and I never heard about him. I was starting to think you made him up.”

“He was very real. If he had more ambition, I think you would have liked him. At least, as much as an imperial Inquisitor can like anyone.”

“I like you,” Maya defended.

“You lie, again. I don’t blame you as that’s your nature, but I see what you think about me. I’m a man of many sins, the cause of wars, death, and turmoil. A master of magic and the deadliest man in Usmal with a blade. A Reaper of such a scale that the country has never seen.” Redlin took a long inhale of the pipe before letting out two perfect rings of smoke, one smaller and traveling faster through the middle of the first one.

“And yet, here I sit, talking about classes, courtship, friends, and feelings. It’s okay if you hate me, if you hate the way I tell this story. Hells, I want you to hate me. But, I don’t tell this story for you. I tell it for the Archon.”

“You said that already.”

“You tell your entire life story and see if you don’t repeat yourself. Life is full of repetition. Same paths, same jokes, same fucking mistakes.”

“You said something like that already, too.”

“Well then, my point is well demonstrated, isn’t it?” Redlin looked outside the cabin, into the countryside. The man with his hood up rode alongside, watching them intently.

“Impolite to stare,” the Prisoner challenged.

“They’re trained to not speak to prisoners,” Maya said.

“Even worse,” Redlin grunted. “Must have grown up outside of the city.”

“That’s not nice. I grew up in the roaming hills.”

“No you didn’t,” Redlin said with the small smile of a cat about to catch its prey.

“How do you know?” Maya asked.

“I have my ways. Where were we?”


Chapter 17 - The Hearts of Young Men
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After receiving my courses from Allesandra, I returned back to the dorm. As usual, whispers followed behind me, and I wondered if news of my fight outside the Headmistress’ office had already spread. By nightfall, who knew how far the rumors could go? Maybe they’d say that I fought a handful of guards with naked steel or bared fangs. Maybe they’d say that I fought Allesandra herself with wicked powers.

They have always had an interesting way of twisting events into unrecognizable drama pieces, lies and half-truths shaped into whatever will win shock and awe. In school, a place where knowledge is supposed to reign supreme, rumors are the true king.

Rohan was the only one there when I arrived, and we looked over our courses to see if we shared any. We continued to share the same Strategy class, presumably with the intimate guiding of the Captain, but that was all. We were talking about setting up a thrice-weekly endeavor to spar in order to pursue our goals of being Vanguards when Malcom walked in, red-faced and fists clenched.

“Did you get into a fight with Lyra?” he demanded.

“Yes,” I admitted, taking a step away.

“Why?” Malcolm asked, spittle flinging from his mouth.

“She beat me in Blades, Shields, and Coin,” I quipped.

Malcolm grabbed an ink quill from our shared desk and threw it at me, the black liquid spraying and staining the room in a wide circle. The pot itself hit me in the chest and rolled down my leg intact.

“She refused to tell me who did it, but you know what she did say?” Malcolm asked. “She said that she’s going to fucking war. ‘Curbing the heretics to the east’. Apparently she wasn’t doing well in her courses, wasn’t ambitious enough like you two. They’re ripping her out of her home and sending her to fight. And the last thing she’ll remember is you.”

“I didn’t know, honest,” I said.

“Your honesty is worth shit,” Malcom said. A tear formed in his eye. He put his back against the wall and slid down until he fell in a crouch. He put his muscled arms over his knees and held his hands tight.

“I think I’m in love with her.” His face was covered by his knees and he refused to look at us.

“Love? You hardly know her. Have you even kissed her?” I asked, genuine surprise overtaking me. I had seen inklings of their budding courtship: the way she called him Colm, the lingering of hands, the changes in posture and tone when speaking to each other. But love? Truly knowing her? The bluster of a boy.

“Hardly know her?” Malcolm retorted, rage coming back into his voice. He continued to sit still, a man robbed of everything but his feelings. “We talk together, laugh together, and look out for each other. We find excuses to be together. We pretend to hate each other, but deep down, there’s something there.”

“I’m with Redlin on this one,” Rohan joined. “Don’t do anything rash. There will be other girls.”

Malcolm looked up, broken hate in his eyes.

“As if the two of you know what love is. I was on the streets. So was she. We both know what it means to put someone above yourself. She does it for me, and I do it for her,” he said, and looked at us expectantly. “Fuck you, the both of you. Ambitious twats.”

He got up and walked away, leaving everything behind.

-

The next day we got a letter with the black sigil of Eilen.

Malcolm Dran has refused any future tutelage and instead joined the army of Balin.

Recruitment, like death, is a sudden thing. One day Malcolm was there, and the next he was shipped off to the army and sent hundreds of miles away. It was a hard thing to accept. He tossed us to the side to kill people he would never meet and die for a god who would never care. I know that he really did it for Lyra’s sake, but even still, the memory leaves a bitter taste on my tongue. I wanted to save him, to make him see what he was giving up and what he was joining into. Balin always needed soldiers, but it didn’t have to be him.

The news had an effect all over my body, hit me hard and soft. I felt numbed and alert, the skin after plunging into frigid waters. We were sometimes friends, sometimes rivals, sometimes foes, but we were always honest with each other. And after all that strife, all that understanding, he abandoned me. Just like my family.

-

As young men are wont to do when receiving bad news, I looked for a woman who I could dump my emotions on: Mika. My feet dragged as I walked and the joviality of the students of Eilen annoyed me. How could they be happy when our comrades were being sent off to fight? To die?

Of course, students had been sent to fight long before I first joined. Allesandra told me as much. “War is what we do”, a mantra against heretics and bandits, a mantra paid in blood. It was just something I hadn’t accepted. I’d been welcomed here and taught classes and swordsmanship, but so far, it had all felt purely theoretical. Now Gare was missing a hand, Malcolm and Lyra had been shipped off to die, and I was well aware of the fact that my time in Eilen wouldn’t last forever.

I understood why Prace and Isaaru had nothing to do but play cards and pretend that nothing was amiss while they combated a bubbling anger at seeing their friends die.

Mika was waiting in our spot. Even with my myriad of feelings, the sight of her took my breath away. When we had first met, she was slightly taller than me, but now, I loomed over her. Despite the difference in height between us, she marched up to me like I was her soldier and demanded my gaze.

“It’s not your fault.”

She said the words and I felt my heart ache.

“You didn’t ask for this.”

She wrapped herself around me, holding me tight.

“You’re not worthless.”

I put my arms around the small of her back.

“I’ll never leave you.”

Images of my parents, my siblings, Gare, and Malcolm flooded me.

“You’re safe here.”

A tear fell down my cheek.

We stayed like that for a long time. The breeze drifted between us and the sun warmed us while I cried.

When it was over, she kissed my cheek. It was a gift that I was too numb to appreciate, but one that I thought about frequently after.

-

I spent the rest of the day on small pleasures: a hot bath and a good book. They were pleasant distractions, and while my feelings of being abandoned loomed, they were at least forcibly pushed to the background. Fighting a war against yourself to try to bury feelings is always a losing battle, but it was one I fought valiantly.

I ate alone.

There were two more days of rest before classes started back up. Everyone around me talked and laughed the evening away. I couldn’t be around that much positivity, but I also didn’t want to return to the dorm and be reminded of how the people around me were disappearing. So, I went to train.

Jory was there, despite the setting sun. We shared no words. He threw the wooden liuyedao at me and we went at it. I fought with rage, rage at the way I had been left behind, rage at how the world takes souls and plucks them away from where they belong. Jory blocked and offered light counters, but the duel was mostly me raining down blows. The wooden thwacks echoed throughout the dojo, impossibly loud and angry.

We went like that for a long time. Despite my anger, quickness, and growing strength, I wasn’t able to land a hit on him. Every time I thought I had him, he’d simply lean out of the way. I worked in kicks, intricate angles, and forward thinking, all for naught.

Desperate to land a blow, to hit something, I tried the move I had been working on. I swung an overhead strike intentionally short of the old man, encouraging him to step back. He did, and I followed through with the strike, missing and ending crouched low to the ground with my instrument. Jory raised his wooden blade and stepped forward, prepared to strike, and that’s when I switched hands. My right hand, now emptied, led first. Jory reacted to the bait, changing posture ever so slightly to counter it. When he realized the feint, my left hand, now wielding the liuyedao in a backwards dagger grip, shot up and caught him in the ribs.

The blow sent the old man flying. The jubilation I felt was replaced with concern instantly. Breathing raspily, Jory tried to sit up before falling back down. He coughed and a speckle of blood rose through the air, landing on the matted floor next to him. For a moment, I thought I had killed him. Then he started laughing.

“Excellent,” Jory said, a wistful smile on his face.

I bowed to him, even though he was still lying flat on his back, and left the practice sword leaned against the wall. Pride at getting a kiss and at landing a blow on Jory helped distract me from my feelings and I walked with my head held high.

-

Gare was in the dorm. He looked like he hadn’t showered in years and his eyes were still dull and empty. His cheek had a wide bandage set on it, covering the gaping wound I was certain was still there. His stump was still bandaged and had a light brown stain at the base. Rohan sat in his bed with his back against the wall, like he was afraid.

“Redlin,” Gare called out. His voice was weak, like a parched man, or someone who hadn’t talked in years.

“Gare,” I said, caution in my tone.

“Why did you save me?”

“Because we’re friends.”

“You lie,” Gare said. He leaned down and covered his face with his singular hand, hiding from the world. His hair, filthy, unwashed wisps, enveloped the rest of his visage. “You all lie. You never were a friend to me.”

“Of course I was—am—your friend.”

“You lie!” Gare yelled as he rose, his hand lashing out through the air. Hunched over, he took a step towards me, our eyes locked as I towered over him.

“You’re always there to pick up the pieces, but you never once protected me,” Gare said. His hate was blending into sadness and tears were beginning to well up.

“Maybe it’s not my job to protect you!” I yelled. I regretted the words as soon as they’d been spoken. He broke our gaze and hung his head with shame. He slowly fell to the ground and began to weep.

“I just wanted a friend,” he said through racked tears. “I just wanted to teach math and have one friend.”

I put a hand on his shoulder and he pushed it away with his good arm. I tried again and he sunk down even lower. Mutterings of “I just wanted a friend” were all I heard from the broken Gare. Rohan offered nothing but distant sympathy.

“I’m sorry, Gare,” I said. My voice sounded far away, as if someone else said it long ago.

The words had a deadening effect on the boy. He wiped his eyes, noticed that he had tried to use both arms, and subsequently fled. Rohan gave a defeated shrug, one I sympathized with.

I crawled into bed while I tried to conjure up enjoyable memories. They clashed against the feelings that lurked in my mind until I slipped into sleep.


Chapter 18 - Winding Paths
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The next two days were … quiet. Rohan and I would pass time playing games that Prace had taught me, but neither of us addressed our situation with our roommate. The closest we got was when he offered to take me to a game of Blades, Shields, and Coin. I questioned if it was still running with the sudden departures of the key members. It shut down any further offers.

I passed time with Prace and Isaaru when I wasn’t training with Jory. They both clasped me on the shoulder and offered me a drink when they heard about Malcolm.

For the first time in my life, I got drunk.

Of course, it would hardly be the last. I’m a man of few vices, but drink is one of them. From the first sip of the Snow Wine they offered, I knew that I had found a friend. The drink was clear and tasted like nothing but fire, despite the name. That burning made me shiver but it also set my soul alight. I downed it quickly, had another, played some games, and then had one more.

The fruit wine we had sampled was nothing like this. Drinking with Prace and Isaaru made me feel at ease instead of jittery, warm instead of overstimulated.

They sent me on my way with laughter that didn’t reach their eyes. Watching me stumble and cope with the loss of friends must have reminded them of their own lives. The gods are greedy.

With a rather pleasant buzz, I took a bath, ate, and tried to read. I found that the alcohol made the warmness of the bath all the better, but the density of the words all the worse. I tossed the book to the side, and when it hit the ground I picked it up, brushed it off, and apologized to it. Record my cruelties, my failures, but make sure to record that I never intentionally damaged a book.

My drunkenness faded with the sun, and by the time night came I had a terrible, lurching feeling all over. The room spun when I lay down in bed but all I wanted was to go to sleep. I tried, tossed, turned, and prayed, but after an hour or two, I gave up. If I was going to be miserable I might as well be awake. I wandered out into the halls remembering how I had done so when I first got here. I walked aimlessly and moved for the sake of moving, until I felt the wind call to me. I remembered what it had done to me last time, leading me to a balcony only to toss me off, but I still followed it. It felt more gentle this time, like the guiding hand of a father instead of the teasing promise of a woman with ill intent.

Through windows along the hallways, I was able to see a perfectly still sky where the stars shone down upon Eilen. The moon was full and bright, a perfect pale jewel in a sky made of black. They, and the world as a whole, were at peace, finally.

The wind led me to the library.

Its power was beginning to wane, and instead of gentle guidance it began to act with urgency. I acted accordingly. The nighttime librarian raised an eyebrow at the stumbling boy who reeked of alcohol and was now walking without shoes late at night through his library, but I didn’t have time to assuage his fears.

The breeze pushed me to the second to last row in the back corner. I waited, unsure of what to do, when with a final effort, the wind blew a book down from the top shelf. It fell into my numbed hands.

The Philosophies of Tidarian the Raven, a book bound in black, tattered leather. The pages were yellowed, old, and smelled of a cemetery, but ultimately, stank of wrongness. Something about it set my skin aflame and my blood to ice.

Out of instinct, I knew I would never be allowed to have it. It reeked of power and with a feeling that could only have divine origins, I knew with perfect clarity something would happen if I tried to check it out. But, just as strongly as I knew that I wouldn’t be allowed to have it, I also knew I needed it.

I made sure that no one was looking, hid it underneath my robe, and checked out with a random book titled Birds of Prey and Their Habits that I picked out. The librarian was an apathetic man who thought nothing of the interaction. I bless and curse him every day for it.

Even holding the book felt taboo. It was stolen, ancient, and looked just like a cursed witch’s book from a story. I didn’t feel at peace having it, but I did feel like it was destined for me. A fated responsibility. I took it to the one place I felt safe: Mika’s spot.

The wind was still and the stars and moon at peace. It was serene, like a glade untouched by human hands. The lunar light was bright enough to read by, so with a sigh of relief, I sat on a crate and cracked it open.

The trapdoor opened, causing me to nearly have a heart attack. Mika’s head popped through. Instead of looking like her normal, put-together self, she looked frazzled. Her red hair reminded me of blood and her golden eyes reminded me of a snake’s.

“Where did you get that book?” she demanded. Her voice was as frayed as her appearance and soaked in urgency.

“What book?” I said, reflexively placing it behind me and away from her.

She leapt from the floor, landing near me in an animalistic crouch. She rose and dusted off her robes. It was the first time I had seen her wearing anything other than white robes. That night she wore black.

“Where did you get it?” she asked, this time with a voice full of honey. She got closer to my face, like a lover leaning in for a kiss, but she wore a pinched frown and eyes that were wide open. I found myself reeling back slowly, until my head reached the wall.

“The library,” I said, my voice once again sounding far away. It was like I was watching the interaction from a different perspective.

“Give it to me.” Her head was tilted slightly to the side.

“I … I don’t want to.”

“Give it to me,” she commanded, her voice firm.

“No,” I said.

The night was still and the world itself held its breath in anticipation for what Mika was going to do next.

“GIVE IT TO ME!” she yelled. Her shout echoed and I heard it twice; both times the voice sounded like a dagger to the heart. She had climbed on top of me, her arms unnaturally strong as she pinned my shoulders. The stars mocked me, the moon showed me the same white that I had seen in the teeth that had taken Gare’s arm. I tried to shake her off but my shoulders were stuck.

Her face got closer and closer to mine. I was trapped prey, waiting to die. My struggles netted me nothing.

A gale of wind knocked her off me. It came from an impossible angle, with impossible strength. It was a typhoon blast that had materialized out of nowhere and sent her flying.

She landed with a thud. I dashed, making sure to grab the book. I didn’t look back. Before I could close the trap door, I heard the screams of a woman denied.


Chapter 19 - A New Day
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I woke up. I had no memory of getting to bed or falling asleep, but there I was. I thought it was all a nightmare and sighed with relief.

The Philosophies of Tidarian the Raven was sitting next to me, tucked away like the coins of a poor man.

A cold sweat broke over me and I felt sick. Last night had happened and Mika had … had shown me something. Was she trying to kill me? What was that? And why had the wind acted on my behalf?

“You alright?” Rohan asked, breaking me out of my questions.

“Yeah,” I lied, swallowing my thoughts down. I tossed the blanket over the book, hoping he hadn’t seen it. “Yeah, I’m alright.”

“You sure? Look like you just saw a ghost.”

“Just dreading another semester,” I said.

“Ah, well who knows, maybe one more and we’ll both be Vanguards, protecting Usmal from threats great and small.” He had a sarcastic smile and made a facetiously grand gesture with his hands.

“I think we have to protect ourselves from Eilen first,” I said, memories of Mika weighing on me. I was answering automatically, my mind a thousand miles away.

“Truly, there was never a greater threat to the country,” he said. “Come on, let’s get some breakfast. First bell hasn’t sounded yet.”

When Rohan turned around, I tucked the book under Gare’s pillow and followed him.

-

Classes were to start the next day, and the attitude in the mess hall was one of forced mirth. People all around tried to pretend that they were happy instead of filled with anxiety. Rohan and I followed suit, and truthfully, I needed it. I was able to force myself into thinking I had misremembered things. Maybe Mika got only a little raucous, and maybe I had thrown her off of me instead of the wind magically doing it for me. Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps. I repeated the words until I had fooled myself. I shaded memories, I cast doubt, and I lied.

Boys do foolish things when they’re in love.

When Rohan and I returned to the room, it had been ransacked. Our beds were flipped, blankets and clothes littered the floor, and furniture had been moved haphazardly. Whoever had broken in was looking for something and made no secret of it.

The Philosophies of Tidarian the Raven was gone.

“What the fuck?” Rohan wondered aloud. Not me. I knew that Mika had been here. I had no idea why the book upset her so much, why she needed it so badly, and what possessed her to do this, but I knew she had done it.

My mother’s scarf was left on the ground, discarded. I picked it up and held it tenderly.

“Who the fuck did this?” Rohan asked incredulously. There was no blame in his voice.

“It … It must have been …” I paused, a memory of Mika smiling at me in the sun flooding my brain. Her red hair was ablaze in the sun, the color of strawberries. Her golden eyes promised love, happiness, and home.

“It must have been Gare,” I lied. I lied as a reflex, a defense of the woman I loved.

“I’ll kill him. What did he even want here? His hand isn’t underneath my mattress.”

“I don’t know … but don’t let him win. People are always watching here,” I said, running a hand through my hair. “If you want to be a Vanguard, we should try not to piss off the Headmistress. Let’s tell her about it and let her handle it.”

“You go,” he said, letting a sigh out through clenched teeth. “I’ll start cleaning, I guess. But if I see him before the guards do, I don’t think I’ll be able to resist.”

My feet felt leaden and heavy, but I walked as quickly as I could. My mind was chaotic rumblings, whispers and shadows dancing and lighting fires. Every time I tried to play a thought out, a thousand forks arose, splintered, and died. I arrived at Prace and Isaaru’s hideout and stopped before knocking on the door. I was on the precipice of potentially ruining a friend’s life for something he hadn’t done. But, could I betray Mika’s and my budding relationship, even with what she had done last night?

Eventually, my mind made it a simple choice: Mika or Gare.

I chose Mika.

My reputation is an earned one. A tarnished man, powerful but with a Blackened soul. A villain, a shadow, the nightmare you scare children with. Redlin of the Wolves, The Assassin in Grey, Reaper. All earned. All paid for in blood.

While this choice may not be of the same magnitude of evil as some of my other choices, I consider it the first time I truly indulged.

I knocked on the door and concocted a lie. Gare, in his newfound hate, was making threats against Rohan and I. Disheveling our room would only be the first outburst. He wouldn’t stop until he killed us. He told me so.

We went to Allesandra and I repeated the lie.

As I spoke, I knew that she knew I was lying. It was the first piece of advice Prace had given me, not to lie to her. And here I was, going against that advice. Her icy blue eyes kept me locked where I stood, but I did not buckle or yield as I spoke. I stood tall, as tall as righteous angels defending lost souls in Limbo, and condemned an innocent man to whatever punishment Eilen would endeavor to commit.

Do you know what Allesandra did as I accused the poor boy?

She smiled. And then, she ordered the guards to bring him to her office.

I shuffled my feet when Prace and Isaaru went to go look for him. Allesandra arched an eyebrow at me.

“You’re sure?”

I nodded. It was all I could do.

Prace and Isaaru brought him. Not only was Prace holding his good arm while Isaaru was holding his stump, but they had him lifted in the air, his feet dangling like a child. He lashed and raged against them, all for naught.

“Release him,” Alessandra commanded.

He fell to his knees. He looked up with confusion and hurt, like a trapped animal.

“Gare Polink, for poor performance, threats against students, and destruction of property, I do not deem you worthy to be a soldier of Eilen. I exile you.”

“Threats?” Gare asked. Prace and Isaaru picked him up once more. “Destruction? What are you talking about?”

I looked down, unable to face him.

“Redlin! Tell her! I didn’t do anything!” he said through tears. “Tell her!”

“Administer the brand to his neck and see him escorted out,” Allesandra demanded.

The guards opened the door and continued carrying him. Screams of “Redlin!” and “Please!” echoed through the hall and crept underneath the door. They bounced and echoed inside my skull. I hated myself.

“The price of righteousness is always high,” Allesandra said. “I’m proud of you. You acted like a Vanguard today.”

My words turned into ashes in my mouth. My tongue was heavy and tasted bitter. The smile I wore was a fake one, one that I had to preen through willpower alone. I bowed to her and turned on my heel, desperate to get out.

“But tell me, what’s this about a book that you took from the library?”

My blood ran cold. Although my back was turned to her, I heard her flipping through pages before firmly placing it on her desk. If her reaction was going to be anything like Mika’s, I was going to die.

“Birds of Prey and their Habits,” she chuckled. “Not sure why you’d want to read about that, but I’m pleased to see you reading non-fiction for once.”

I walked over to her desk, hiding my trepidation. I grabbed the book, bowed, and fled as calmly as I could manage.

It wasn’t until years later that I had the clarity to ask the important question: where did she get my book?


Chapter 20 - Time Marches Quickly When You Don’t Care
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Rohan took the news of Gare’s exile without much surprise, joy, or really … anything. He accepted it with a shrug, like a man hearing the expected weather tomorrow.

I had an equally apathetic reaction to it all, but for entirely different reasons. Some people have a breaking point, and once it’s crossed, they go homicidal, or suicidal, or break down all together. For me, I just stopped caring about what was going on around me. My sole focus was on being a Vanguard and getting out of the situation. I figured that a fresh start was all I needed, unaware of the truth in the old adage “Wherever you go, there you are”.

For that reason and that reason alone, the next semester passed quickly. I threw myself into training and my studies with a sustained determination I’d never quite had before. I was desperate to create my own path forward, to not be beholden to anyone. I trained with Jory, studied with the Captain, and even requested further tutoring in classes I wasn’t even signed up for. Allesandra seized upon my resolution and kept the challenges coming.

My muscles, skill, and knowledge all improved rapidly, but at the end of the day, they were all distractions. I didn’t want to face Mika or the ghosts of my past, but the person I truly didn’t want to face was myself. I had been abandoned and now I betrayed those who trusted me. There was no facing that, not at that age. So, I trained, and I studied. I wore my scarf just a bit tighter.

My bladework improved every day—faster, stronger, more devious. I could run longer, strike harder, and dodge quicker. My muscles were taut and my reflexes keen. Jory taught me moves, the Captain taught me tactics. I allowed myself no reprieve. I was the perfect student.

Medicines, poisons, and herbs became unlocked to me. I learned how to concoct tea that could put someone to sleep, either temporarily or eternally, depending on the dose. I poisoned and cured myself with all sorts of concoctions. I stitched wounds, set bones, and even assisted in an amputation.

I learned family history, especially that of the Archon’s family, the Sinclairs, and how they became the leaders of Usmal. I studied lineages and was able to give a brief synopsis of major nobility and their families, in case I was to guard one of the members.

But most importantly, I studied religion. I was taught that Reign made the world before making the gods. I was taught that Reign was the god of gods, the light itself, the benevolent father of life; I was taught how Balin, god of ice, Samira, goddess of storms, Tidur, god of fire, and Odis, god of earth, all worked in harmony under Reign’s watchful eye. I was taught how Balin was the wisest of the Heraldry, excluding Reign, and how a life of service to him was a life well lived. I learned the hierarchy: who served who and why. I learned the chants. I was taught all sorts of things.

Most of it was lies, of course, but I do wish that Reign had never been killed.

The most important thing I learned about religion was how Usmal itself viewed the Heraldry. You may have been too young to have seen this mentality before everything went to hell, but technically, every citizen was supposed to obey the imperial laws over the Devout ones. Few did. We were told that if you lived a life dedicated to Reign and his chosen, you’d see a glorious afterlife. What are mortal bonds compared to the greatness that lies beyond death?

Slowly, the commoners had begun to reject imperial law in favor of the teachings of the church. If the Archon had come out and decreed that they had the final say and people were to ignore the teachings, they would have faced armed resistance. If the church sided against the Archon and staged a revolt, they would have faced a full-on revolution, a revolution that could have gone either way.

So, the religious orders and the imperial legions had brokered peace. An uneasy peace, the type formed by two men who held blades to each other’s throats, but a peace nonetheless. Back then, if push came to shove, it was unclear who would win, but it was clear that Usmal would lose. And now that it’s over, we did lose.

All this is to say that a blind eye was cast upon crimes committed for religious purposes, and Allesandra used that all to her advantage.


Interlude IV
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A particularly large bump caused Maya to stop writing and collect herself.

“I must say, that was rather short-winded in comparison to everything else,” she said as she worked.

“All a part of setting the stage. The perfect, wholesome boy gets abandoned and now we see him take his first step towards darkness.”

“You could have saved my hand some cramping with just that one sentence.”

“Where’s the value in a story like that? Do my words not move you, do they not offer perspective?”

“They offer a headache and a lot of paper,” Maya said. She pulled an apple and offered it to Redlin, who smiled, took one bite, and threw it out the carriage’s window.

“What did you learn from that?” Redlin asked, the hint of a smile on his face.

“Don’t give assholes apples?”

“Think on it some more,” Redlin said. He leaned back and crossed his arms, waiting expectantly. Maya struggled to think of some sort of wise metaphor.

“Be patient with old men?”

“No.”

“You catch a child’s attention with candy instead of apples?”

“Hmm. True, but no.”

“An apple needs to be eaten piece by piece, instead of trying to finish it in one bite and throwing it away?”

Redlin scratched his chin, looked to the ceiling pensively.

“There’s kernels of truth in what you’re saying, but you’re still missing it,” he said.

Maya went back to thinking. She played with her fingers, scratched the top of her head, and changed her sitting posture. The cabin offered nothing, the sky offered nothing, and Redlin for damn sure offered nothing.

“I give up. What was the point?” she asked.

“Oh there was no point. It just delights me to take up more of your time.”

“Charming.” She pulled the pipe away from him. “Night approaches. Let’s see how much more time you can waste before then.”

“Your wish is my command.”


Chapter 21 - Trials and Tribulations, Part I
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Rohan and I grew closer that semester. While I was actively trying to deaden my emotions, the human mind, especially a young one, yearns for companionship, for acceptance.

I learned that he was quick-witted, and despite how funny I found him, I couldn’t remember even one of his jokes on bad nights. They were quick, little things, inquisitive expressions and body language. Quips that never failed to make me smile, but quips I could never remember when I needed them most.

He also had an affinity for horses. He liked them and they liked him in return. I’ve been happy before, but I’m not sure I’ve ever been as happy as Rohan on a horse on a breezy, sunny day. He tended to them with care, and when he thought no one was watching, he’d whisper to them.

Most interestingly, I learned more about his history. He was a noble and he hated admitting it. He realized that he had a better life outside of this school in theory, but he was happier here. There was a lack of expectation and criticism, and while he may be one of us, he always saw himself as just a bit different. A bit better. He said that his prestigious background, selective breeding, and Reign-given talent made him better than the other inhabitants, myself excluded.

Despite his admissions, I saw the truth. Rohan was a boy dumped off by his father and was always seeking to prove himself to ghosts and memories. Just like me. We strived to be Vanguards together, claiming we owed it to ourselves. We had the same dreams, the same classes, the same lessons, the same failures. The same nightmares.

We passed three trials together that semester. Three trials in six months is exceptionally rigorous, even by Allesandra’s standards. She said it came with the territory of being a Vanguard.

-

The Trial of Steed involved racing around a track, clearing hurdles, and hitting a target via archery, all on horseback. For the agility course, they gave me a timid, but loyal, brown mare. She and I had no issues clearing either front, but when it came to the archery portion, they switched my horse.

“This is Sugar,” the stablemaster said. “Say hi, Sugar.”

The horse spat at me.

“Any reason I can’t use the one I’ve been using?” I asked.

“Special request, but can’t say who,” she said.

I shrugged and started to hop aboard the cloudy-grey horse. It rebelled harshly against me, thrashing and biting. I took a step back and waited for the stablemaster to say something, but she’d already left.

“You’re as ugly as a mule. You sure you’re actually a horse?” I taunted the beast while using a soothing tone.

It knew what I said and continued its rebellion.

Seeing it as a tenacious beast, I judged its pattern and hopped aboard in a smooth motion. It detested that and gnashed ever harder.

“Yeah, yeah,” I said. Eventually my frustration boiled over and I kicked it in the ribs. That calmed it, if only for a moment, and it let me take us out of the stable.

The grassy field was man-made and architectured to the point where it existed between rows of organized trees. On one side was a painted blue line, and fifty yards past that was a large black-and-white bullseye. Three arrows, near dead center, mocked me as Rohan waved.

I rode my horse to the line. Calling it “rode” is somewhat generous; it was more like bickering and prodding. I badgered it like I was a drunken noble begging for a first kiss. My spurs were of limited effect: the horse would have rather spat at me than followed my demands.

Soothing words, firm kicks to the flank, and a bit of luck were all that I had, so I continued to use them, over and over.

“Come on, you dumb bastard, steady,” I whispered soothingly.

The horse understood, and ignored me. It tried to buck me. I squeezed its ribs hard with my knees until it keeled and went back to standing. I took my opportunity and fired an arrow at the target, barely hitting it, but I’d take it. The horse, masochist and sadist both, readied itself for more punishment as it once again tried to buck me.

“Making friends?” Rohan called from the other side of the glade. He and his horse rode as respectful companions. There has only been one other time I hated Rohan more than that moment.

“Fuck you!” I yelled back as I dug my heel into the horse’s flank.

“You’re doing great!”

“Fucking work with me here, you dumb, walnut-sized brain, slutty, fat-ass beast,” I said.

The horse went to a standing position again, allowing me to nock an arrow. The moment before I released it, he kicked up again. My arrow went into the sky.

“Your asshole is bigger than your brain,” I said to the horse. It knickered.

I waited for it to steady itself once more before readying another arrow. I took my time, aimed, and waited. On an inhale, the horse rose, ready to annoy me once more. I’d been expecting it, and once I was at the zenith of the horse’s rise, I fired, hitting the target.

Rohan rode up in a cloud of dust.

“Well, points for style, I guess,” he said.

The horse spat at him and I patted its neck.

-

The Trial of Blend is one I look back on fondly. Since Eilen soldiers rendezvoused with imperial soldiers and nobility on occasion, Allesandra wanted us to be able to navigate things with charisma and poise. They held a banquet where minor nobility and imperial soldiers were invited, and they pushed and galvanized us to drink with them. The idea was to navigate the situation socially and gracefully. We were allowed to drink, but not to get drunk. We were allowed to decline the offers, but not to offend. It was a fine line, especially with the pushier nobles. Truth be told, I think they just wanted to see children get drunk and try to use fancy words.

Dressed in finery and equipped with a glass of wine, Rohan and I toasted each other.

“To many more parties,” I said.

“May we always be the center of attention,” he said, referring to the hungry looks of the nobility. They were offered the bribe of military services if they could get us to embarrass ourselves.

A man dressed in silver and armed with two more glasses of wine approached us.

“Drink up, gentlemen, drink up. I understand that you hardly get away from training. A damn shame, in my rich opinion. Boys your age should be living life! You should be chasing women and wine, not swords and shit.”

“I’ve never been one to chase, although, all four of those things you mentioned seem to find me,” I said as I slowly sipped from my own glass.

“Then you must have quite the tolerance, young sir.”

“Not as much as I’d like. Take yourself, for instance. You’re dressed grander than I am and handling twice as much alcohol. What’s your secret?”

He blushed faintly at the compliment and sipped from one of the goblets he had intended to offer me. Truthfully, the outfit was just as gaudy and inelegant as the attempt to get Rohan and I drunk, but he fell for it easily.

The rest of the night went much the same, and, for the most part, actually got easier. The drunker the nobles got, the more swayable they became. A joke here, a laugh there, and enough flattery to drown an impertinent mother-in-law worked wonders.

Only one person got me to drink another goblet that night.

She was older and more refined than everyone else in the room. Instead of wearing cheap perfume and dying her hair with even cheaper dyes, she wore her greys with grace.

“You’re not drinking,” she said.

“Will this satisfy you, my lady?” I asked as I took another sip from my glass.

“Hardly. You may not have noticed, but I’m old. I’ve seen a thing or two. Birthed seven children. All that to say, I know what nursing looks like, and you’ve been nursing that drink since the start of the night.” She handed me a fresh drink. “And it’s hardly ‘lady’ these days.”

“What makes you say that?” I asked. I found her candor refreshing, borderline enrapturing, after an evening of schmoozing.

“I have neither the money nor lands to rival the lords and ladies of Fymdell. My children seem to blame me for the mismanagement of our family’s assets, even though that’s entirely my husband’s failure. However, it’s hard for them to blame a dead man, so instead, they blame me.”

“They’re fools. True nobility isn’t in the blood, but in the stoicism one faces life’s hardships with.”

“Then it still wouldn’t be ‘my lady’. I spent the last ten years drinking with men your age.”

“We all have our ways of coping with loss,” I said.

“I detested my husband and I was glad he died.”

“Nothing wrong with celebration.”

“Overzealousness is a sin.”

“So is ungratefulness,” I said.

“That’s not a sin.”

“If gratitude is a virtue then surely the inverse is to be avoided.”

“Gratitude isn’t a virtue,” she countered.

“So I don’t have to thank you for the drink?”

“It’d be prudent to do so.”

“Prudence isn’t a virtue.”

“Neither is ungratefulness.”

“Exactly!” I said excitedly. “See, your actions have been sanctioned in the nature of showing gratitude to your situation.”

“So I’m free to sin all across the country as long as I’m thankful for it?”

“If you do it nobly, I don’t see why not.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” she said.

A man dressed in an old imperial officer’s uniform came up and locked arms with her. He had a thin, grey mustache and looked at ease with her, as if he had spent many years with her.

“Who’s this you’re talking to, dear?” he asked.

“This young boy is a student of Eilen. Young man, this is my husband, Count Mowl,” she said.

“Pleasure to meet you, Count,” I said and shook his hand. “How long have you been married?”

“Forty-two years this coming spring. Why do you ask?”

The night died down slowly after that conversation. With my two drinks and stone-cold sober capabilities, I passed the Trial of Blend.

-

The Trial of Dreams came on the week we were preparing for examinations.

Once again, we were given the dreaded letter with Allesandra’s sigil. The only instructions said to be at the training facility at dawn and to come armed.

It was a warm morning, at least by the standards of Eilen. Allesandra, the Captain, one man, and one woman dressed in obfuscating robes stood in the center of the training square. The black stone served as a stark background for the sunshine that came from above.

I didn’t focus on the ground. Instead, I welcomed the man I recognized: Scars, the graduated mercenary I had met in my first week.

“Pup,” Scars greeted me warmly with a handshake. The sun rose behind him.

“Old man.”

“That’s a compliment. Only the smart and the strong live to be old.”

“Or the lucky.”

“Look at these scars. You think I’m lucky?”

“Knock it off,” the Captain whispered harshly. I restrained a chuckle at seeing Scars shape up immediately like an ox getting the whip. Despite his callousness, and his years away from the facility, the Captain still held a physiological edge over him.

“Redlin, Rohan. Tell me what you know about the Trial of Dreams,” Allesandra said. It was ever her favorite thing to say before a trial.

“I haven’t heard anything,” I said honestly.

“I know it has something to do with drugs and hallucinations,” Rohan volunteered.

“Indeed. Cera, if you’d be so kind,” Allesandra said.

The woman named Cera stepped up and produced a lantern-sized object that she held by a length of chain. She was dressed in robes from head to toe and her face was hidden behind an impenetrable mask of red. Her chained possession, combined with her dress and her body, which had odd juts spewed throughout, made her an utterly alien figure.

“Breathe it in, and then head into the hut,” Allesandra commanded. She pointed to a small shack that had not previously been there.

The chained item Cera held started to smoke. A dark green hue came out in a thick, dusty cloud. Rohan and I approached cautiously, our trepidation feeding off each other’s.

“Breathe,” Cera said. Her voice was clear in my mind, though she did not speak. It was comforting, yet direct, even though it was ethereal.

I took a deep inhale. The smoke was smooth, but thick—chilling, yet burning. It was like she had captured the color of vibrations, or the taste of bruises, or the scent of wet stones into that smoke.

I breathed all those contradictions in and let them out in a smooth, steady stream. Where I had breathed in the visions of a puma’s roar, I breathed out the bittersweet taste of ectoplasm. The smell of lightning. The hopes and dreams of my ancestors.

Rohan coughed and spat. Scars, who I hadn’t even seen walk up with us, exhaled with the ease of a practiced veteran. Cera, whose body was now fluctuating in form, color, and size, pointed to the hut. The world turned a unique shade of green, the color of a sea at dusk, except for that hut, which was golden.

The three of us stumbled together: pilgrims on an ethereal plain. Amidst the seas of sage I’d see swirls of matter, waves of glassy spheres. I saw Gare’s face in one of the reflections. It screamed silently.

The door to the cabin opened easily. I went in first. A fire burned low in the center of the room. There were four chairs seated around it. Everything else was plain.

“Woah,” a deep, slow voice came from behind me. I turned to face it and saw a humanoid goat. It was the same size as me, and walked on two legs. It had coal-black eyes with a yellow cross in the center. I drew my sword to strike it down.

“Easy, pup,” the man behind the goat said. He had a bag over his head. “That’s your friend.”

He was right, it was Rohan. His original form had come back into effect.

“It messes with your head, I know,” the bagged man’s voice came muffled. “Just put your trust in me.”

It’s hard to put your trust in a man whose face you can’t see. So I didn’t.

“Better me than the ghosts right?” he asked. I nodded.

“That’s the spirit,” he said and laughed heartily at his pun. “Come on, they’re waiting for us.” He pointed to the center of the room. Rohan and Cera were both sitting by the fire. Rohan had maintained his human head while Cera’s body was slowly, but consistently, morphing at random angles and places.

“I’m not my brothers,” Rohan whispered to himself. He had his hands balled into fists and covered his eyes with his forearms. “I’m sorry, mommy, I just want him to like me.”

“Breathe that fear,” Cera said.

“Why can’t he like me?”

Scars gave me a half-hearted shrug. A glimmer of amusement was plain on him, but I was distracted by the way the stories of his wounds sang to me. It was like I was swimming in the river of time and could see how he got each one. The slash above his right eye was from a convict’s escape attempt; the one on his cheek was from a father protecting his outlaw family. I could see all of them.

“What do you see, Redlin?” Cera asked.

“Call me Tidarian,” I said and let out a manic chuckle, one hardly restrained by the decrees of human politeness.

“Tell me what you see, Tidarian.” Cera handed me a blank piece of paper.

I held up the transcript and put it near the fire. Through the illumination I saw a wolf, a falcon, a fox, and a bear tear down the sun. Once they had their way with the celestial orb, they ascended into the heavens. Strings of pure, white energy, strings that were once attached to the sun, now kept them tethered to the planet. From there, they raised an army of the dead and fought an earth-bound lion. The four wounded it, then turned on each other. The wolf ate its young. Blood soaked the ground. Corpses littered the battlefield. A raven fed on the bodies, then rose. It soared and swooped in on the four celestials, and cut those pretty white threads. The bird died mid-flight, but upon its death, the sun rose.

“What do you see?” Cera demanded, her voice a snake’s hiss. Her head was six-sided, entirely two-dimensional, and massive. It bore down on me like a cloud.

“I see a piece of paper.”

-

Rohan and I finished our examinations for the year together. We had taken the same classes and quizzed each other until we were the two sharpest students in the room. We had the intelligence, but more importantly, we had the drive. When we weren’t studying, we were training. It was our favorite—and only—way to blow off steam. Crossing swords was our reprieve, our celebration, our way of expressing our frustrations.

So, naturally, it was how we rewarded ourselves after finishing at the top of the class in all of our exams.

“You’re getting better,” I said to him as he side-stepped and countered my swing. It was a perfect parry, one that put me on my heels and allowed him to get two swings of his choosing in. However, by the time he got to the third swing, I had already caught up to him in terms of footwork, and so, I dictated the next few moves.

“Fuck off,” he said through labored breaths. He deflected my blows patiently. He had the serenity of a still lake. His restraint was reminiscent of the monks in the Laughing Tips. His composure was that of the great symphonists. His foresight, however, was like a child’s. He never saw the leg sweep coming for him.

“No one fights like that in war,” Rohan griped from the ground.

“It’s a good thing that we’re not at war then,” I said as I offered him a hand.

“For you, maybe,” he continued as he rose.

“I guess it’d be a horrible stain on my reputation if I killed you in front of your entire army.”

“Please, you’d never get close. I’d have you out-maneuvered and out-strategized before you could even get close.”

“You do use your armies better in the Captain’s games, that’s true. But, I could just knife you in your sleep.”

“You’d do that to a friend?”

“To a friend? No. To you? Without question.”

“Did I tell you to fuck off already?”

“Once or twice,” I said. “Let’s get something to eat. Beating your ass is hungry work.”

-

All in all, Rohan and I grew close, thick as thieves. We thought we were invincible, two young boys ignoring their pains as they reached for their destinies. Every hardship we endured was further proof of our inevitability. So when we passed our exams and received notice of another trial, we thought little of it. What couldn’t we accomplish together?

We were going to the Trial of Combat, a small tourney where we would be facing each other in duels. It was the one trial that nearly every student in Eilen knew about.

We joked and japed through the morning as we walked to the training grounds. He said that he was going to leave me bruised, I told him that he’d be lucky to touch me. Our carefree attitudes turned into steely resolve slowly. The jokes stopped. We started sizing each other up as combatants. I replayed his fighting style in my mind: an aggressive approach with a bastard sword, one he could wield with one hand or two. Wide cuts and quick steps. Strong moves, patient thinking, and dangerous reaction timing. I’d have to be quicker and unpredictable, but it was a fight I knew I could win.

The black ground of the training area looked apathetic, like stone after fresh rain. But the sun was out and it was a warm morning, a rarity for Eilen. There was a small crowd of combatants, twelve plus us, some instructors, Allesandra, the Captain, and a medium-sized collection of onlookers. I spotted Scars amongst the spectators, who gave me a mocking salute and a genuine smile. Although I felt a modicum of stage fright, I returned both with vigor.

The other combatants and I waited with nervous energy until the other two arrived. We’d already changed into our training leathers, which was unfortunate because I wished there was anything to do other than be stared at. I stretched and cracked knuckles, fully aware of the weight of the eyes on me. I looked up, pretending to whistle and inspect the sky, when I saw a flash of red on the balcony. It darted away, hiding underneath the walls. My heart sank, but I did my best to put it out of my mind. Memories of laughter, a kiss on the cheek, and an unvoiced goodbye weighed on me. I kept stretching, unable to quell my anxiety.

It mattered not to the Captain. When the two stragglers arrived, he cuffed the side of their heads and then began his address.

“Today, you will fight against each other. You’ll have blunted versions of your weapon of choice. Try not to kill each other,” he said with a lack of pomp or ceremony. He began to walk away when he turned his head to us. “Oh, and we’re only passing the four best.”

Curses and gasps escaped most of us. Some of us were full of anxiety, some full of hate, and some of resigned dread.

Apprentice blacksmiths gave us our weapons, made sure we were comfortable with them, and wished us well. Though I felt overwhelmed, my liuyedao felt good resting in my palm. I didn’t fidget anymore, nor feel the need to stretch. I channeled any thoughts I had into the blade, and like a brewing tornado, it waited.

There was no Mika. No Scars. No Rohan and other combatants. No Captain. No Allesandra. No Eilen. No family.

Just the blade and I.

Rohan shook me out of my zen.

“Good luck,” he said, offering an honest smile. I clasped forearms with him and wished him the same.

The sixteen of us were put into a bracket at random. Most of us were boys, with three girls in the midst. I was assigned to go against a boy named Lep. When he heard that I was his opponent, his expression dropped into the grim visage of a funeral attendee.

Our battle was second, directly after two of the three girls had clubbed each other near senseless. One stood shakily and slowly after they had fallen in a heap, and while I doubted her condition or ability to continue, the Captain either didn’t notice or didn’t care.

Lep and I climbed the stairs into the training ring on opposite corners. He held a spear in one arm behind his back, instead of the traditional military style. He was long, like Rohan, and looked like he was full of wiry muscle.

We bowed to each other. The din of the crowd faded away. There was only the ring, Lep, and I. Only blades. Only the fight. He licked sweat off his upper lip and his eyes darted around nervously. Mine were calm, drinking in the situation. They didn’t waver when he made his move.

He led with a straightforward strike that was so slow it almost caught me. I was certain that a move that was sloppy, a move that slow, had to be just a poorly hidden feint and there was more behind it. But there wasn’t. I stepped out of the way just in time.

My eyebrows furrowed to display my incredulousness. The crowd laughed. I hadn’t meant to embarrass the boy, but I was so perplexed about the lack of speed that I could wear no other expression. The laughs and the look I gave him spurred him on. He lashed out with rageful thrusts. The stabs were noticeably faster than his first, but not at a dangerous level. I weaved as he struck, most of the time not even bothering to move my feet, just contorting my body around the strikes.

The first four stabs had been fueled by fire and embarrassment. After that routine, he was standing proud, imagining that he had me on the ropes since I had not countered. The next two were driven by grit. He squared his jaw and held his composure, but I could see him slowing down. The next three stabs were powered by desperation. After those, his spear tip was resting on the ground. One final one, the last vestige of pride.

I should have felt pity for the lad. He had almost certainly never signed up for Eilen, and no one that young has the foresight to honestly consent to join up for war. He was a victim, a victim of the machine, a victim of circumstance.

But I did not feel pity.

My young mind was full of rage at witnessing this lack of physical training. Eilen had given us the chance to make something of ourselves—all we had to do was try. More importantly, he faced me. How dare he come unprepared? This boy could not fight, could not kill. Yet here he stood, weak of arm and weak of spirit. I saw him as pathetic, someone who would be addicted to his vices or dead within five years. I saw him as Gare.

I hated him. I hated his weakness. I wanted to take out that hate on him, leave him with a broken bone, a scar, or some sort of reminder. Something that would have taught Gare better.

Instead of using my rage with the liuyedao, I used it with my voice.

“Leave,” I commanded, more of a growl than a spoken word. He dropped his spear and walked out. More laughter from the crowd. I was embarrassed, and I was hungry for a real fight.

But that’s how I won the first round. Without a swing of the blade.

I watched the rest of the beginning fights with the other combatants and victors. It dawned on me why the Captain said that they were taking the four best, instead of the top four. The fighters’ level of skill became apparent quickly, usually within the first ten swings and counters. One fighter, a boy by the name of Juck, stood well and clear to me as better than the rest, and if we had fought in the first round, I’m sure our skill would have been noted and we’d have both passed, regardless of who won.

The remainder of the fights went with varying intensity. Rohan and Juck dispatched their opponents with ease. The remaining girl outworked and outsmarted her opponent. The three other fights weren’t based on who was better, but rather, who was not worse.

Eight of us remained. Four, including the concussed girl, were incompetent. The winners were already decided: the smarter girl, Rohan, Juck, and me, and yet, we continued. I prayed for Juck, or at worst the smart girl. I wanted to fight someone with skill, get out some aggression, and show that I deserved to pass.

I drew Rohan.

He didn’t offer his typical half smile or his sarcastic shrug. We split and approached the ring.

The climb up to the ring was only a few stairs, but they felt longer. I was mixed with dread and bloodthirsty anticipation. I had hoped to face Rohan in the final round, one where we would say something cheesy to each other before engaging in a duel that lasted for hours and ended with him surrendering and acknowledging I was the best.

Instead, we bowed to each other, and he leapt into combat.

His jump was timed with a wide arc of his bastard sword. I was so used to fighting him. I knew the length of the blade perfectly. I knew the follow-up moves he would use. What I didn’t know was that he had been holding back in every training session we had ever had.

The swing came much quicker than I had ever seen him do. While I was able to jump aside from the initial lunge, he almost caught me with a reversal of his feet and a continuance of the strike. I battered his blade aside with my liuyedao, putting enough strength in it to send him reeling, and launched my own offense. He dodged lithely, his feet nearly as fast as my own.

I kept the tempo with three quick strikes, one of which almost connected. I used his length to his disadvantage and kept the fight close, not giving him room to weave his longer blade. I felt jubilation. He may have been better than I had ever known, but even now, he was my puppet and I pulled the strings.

He struck me with a backhand that sent me spinning.

I saw blood flying from my lip as I spun. It twinkled in the sunlight, winking at me. My gaze lifted upward and I saw Mika standing amidst the battlements. My breath held for a moment, stunned by her. It was almost the end, because Rohan was swinging at me, and swinging hard.

At the last moment, I ducked underneath the blade, feeling the whoosh of air as it sailed overhead. I barely had time to rise before he reversed his swing. It nicked me as I dropped back, a thin but sharp line of pain around my midsection. I doubted the blunting job of the blacksmiths for a moment, but didn’t have long to think about it before Rohan came again.

We went like that for a while. He kept me at a respectable distance with a nasty mix of cunning, speed, and power. I knew that he saw our fight like I did, the way Jory taught me. We were chess pieces, having to react to the other’s moves, and Rohan knew how to play. While I was faster and stronger, Rohan had apparently been training just as hard and kept the gap in skill close. Combined with his advantage of reach, the weight of his blade, and landing a stunning blow on me, I soon began to sweat with panic.

I formulated the rest of the fight and saw ten moves ahead. He’d catch me in seven. Unwilling to accept that, I changed tactics. His upcoming swing was a cross one, aimed at the midsection, and the “proper” response would have been to bat it aside and try to get in close. When I thought of it, I saw him charging me with his off-hand shoulder and catching me with a reversal.

Instead, I feinted the counter. His swing was approaching and I counter-swung to meet the blades, but I didn’t put any true resistance behind the clash. Instead, I began to leap, up and away from the collision. His impact boosted my jump, and I soon was overhead. The sensation of flying delighted me, but when I began my descent, that’s when I felt true elation. He was terror-stricken, his sword far too low to think about countering. He started to try to roll, but it was too late, and I landed while spinning and slashing, leaving a long cut across his back.

His leathers were tarnished, a large rent from shoulder blade to lower back slowly beginning to bleed. He turned to face me and raised his bastard sword in a defensive stance before wincing and yelling.

But still, he stood.

I backed away from him, retreating to the corner like a leopard waiting for its prey to drop. He did not yield. Blood pooled underneath his feet. The crowd was silent, waiting for him to yell out once more. He grunted in pain when he shuffled his feet. But, still, he held his blade.

“Don’t make me do this,” I whispered.

“Get it over with,” he said through clenched teeth.

I approached. He got off one more swing, a slow, unsteady one. I batted it aside, hit his sword hand with the hilt of my liuyedao, and heard the clatter of steel on stone. Bladeless, he tried a rising uppercut. I could take no more of the display and I punched him. He rested next to the blade.

Medics rushed in around me. They began working on him while I stood stupidly in the way. Rohan looked up at me with a small smile and distant eyes.

“Thank you.”

They carried him off and I joined the remaining contestants, mad at him and mad at myself. Mad at the world. I paced around the bench, unsettling some of the other contestants. The remaining fights went by slowly, with Juck beating the blood out of an unprepared boy, the concussed girl getting beaten within three strikes, and the more intelligent girl losing in an upsetting fashion when she tripped while going for a stab. I chalked that up to the unpredictability of fate and tried to take a lesson in it.

That left Juck, two underprepared boys, and me. They twitched nervously, especially as I paced behind them, like a shark in deep waters. They prayed for the ability to fight each other, that way at least one of them could say that they made it into the finals.

Their prayers went unanswered.

Juck went first against his opponent. It was over with a quick shield bash. Just the concussive force, combined with his victim’s self-defeated attitude, was enough to send him flying over the edge. The boy spat out a tooth, but at least he was able to get up and walk away under his own power.

I regret to say that my match was not as quick. I wanted to hurt someone. My opponent started the match with a safe, guarded slash. I batted it aside with an unnecessary amount of brutality, hit him in the back of the leg with the flat of my blade, then hit him in the ribs with a quick kick while he fell. I heard the ribs crack as I did it, felt them crush underneath the weight of my heel. He yelped, shrill as a dog in pain, and crawled to his corner. He left his blade on the ground, its gleam bouncing off the sun. I saw myself in it, my black hair a mess, onyx eyes sharp but full of anger, and some drops of blood on my cheek I hadn’t noticed. I looked like a villain. When I heard my opponent whimper when the medics touched him, I felt like one. I spat next to it, next to my reflection.

The crowd whispered as I descended the stairs. There had already been a few rumors about me and this would do nothing to quell them. Within a year, I imagined people would be calling me a devil or some sort of hateful entity. Reputation, I have found, is like a rock sliding downhill. The further it travels, the more potent it becomes.

But I didn’t care much about that. All I wanted was a good fight, one I could feel triumph from, one that would heal me of self-hate, of feelings of abandonment. Like so many young men, I thought I could find therapeutic healing with strength of arm, with dominating others. Foolish, of course, but I believed it with all my heart, and I was itching to crush Juck.

The Captain had us break for a few minutes. He sent us to opposite sides of the courtyard while pages brought us water. I paced and nodded respectively to Jory, who smiled wide and bright, like an excited child.

I felt the weight of the crowd on me. Unfortunately, playing to a crowd has never been my strong suit. Maybe things could have been different if it was, but I’ve never been a natural showman. Juck seemed at ease, standing in the shade, leaning against a column with his arms crossed. It was a great relief to me when they called us forward.

He looked like a hero out of a traditional tale. Armed with a traditional sword and shield, he was tall, but not too tall, with blonde hair, green eyes, and a smattering of freckles. A strong jaw and an air of easy charm. I wanted to ground him into dust. Every whisper from the crowd played into my self-doubt, my reputation, and how much I believed it. Redlin the wolfslayer, Redlin the orphan, Redlin the abandoned. I’d prove them wrong, all of them.

We bowed, his striking me as respectful and honorable while my own felt rigid and unnatural. He was light and I was darkness.

He approached, keeping his shield at the ready, and tested out a probing stab. I dodged, moving to the opposite side of the shield, and our swords clashed when he had a backhanded slash aimed at me. The reverberation, combined with the awkwardness of a backwards move, provided a window where Juck needed to recover. I punched him with my off hand, putting all my weight into it. His head snapped back, but he did not fall. Instead, he spun, hitting me full in the chest with his shield.

That blow knocked me backwards. Before I had time to recover, he was coming at me in a series of quick, surgical stabs. I dodged three strikes, weaving and backpedaling, but I knew he was cornering me. I dodged his left hand out of reflex and was met with another shield blow. With my feet barely in the ring and no room left to backpedal, I charged forward. Our blades met overhead, and when he tried to hit me with his shield once more, I shocked him and the crowd.

I dropped my blade.

While my liuyedao was falling towards the earth, I used both hands to wrest the shield from him. I’m not sure if I was stronger than him, but due to his surprise, it came away easily and I flung it into the crowd. A small yelp came from them.

Unfortunately, my sword had fallen near his feet. A smarter opponent would have kicked it away, but not Juck. Juck was honorable, and even though he had lost his shield, he still stood tall, heroic. He kicked it at me, the clatter of steel echoing throughout the courtyard.

“Pick it up,” he commanded.

He walked back to his corner, giving me space to do so. I caught his smile to the crowd, heard the claps. I could picture the roses raining down on him while he held his hands in triumph.

It was like a storybook. The blonde hero. Noble in his treatment of his enemies. The personification of honor while I was the black-haired villain. I had embarrassed my first opponent, betrayed my second, and tormented my third.

Hate fueled me.

I picked up my liuyedao and charged forward. He let me lead, and dodged my two overhead slashes before meeting the third with a wicked counter that numbed my hand. He spun, unleashing a full swing that pushed me back. Without his shield, he was quicker than before, and his style was more aggressive to suit.

We went back and forth, neither of us gaining a true advantage, both of us in the zen-like state that can only be found with battle frenzy. He was a viper, mostly relying on speed and stabs, while I was like a hawk, trying to strike from above without being caught from a low angle.

The moves plotted out in my head, and I knew with his speed and competency, we were far away from a conclusion. That was before he changed styles.

Instead of his routine of quick stabs and strong footwork, he mirrored my slashing, wind-based style, trying to catch me off guard. I was full of joy. I had the answer.

I tricked him into allowing me to set up the move I called the Lariat, the one I had used against Jory with startling success. As always, I struck intentionally short. My blade missed just before him, making the easiest move to step back. He did so, and I followed through with the swing, ending up crouched on the ground, and switched hands. When my emptied right hand led, he reacted the way I always saw, the way they always should. When my real strike started, the dagger-gripped uppercut, he panicked and threw his shoulder back.

Time slowed down around me as I watched my liuyedao miss its mark. I had been aiming for his ribs, but due to his sudden move, it was just shy. However, my strike was still sailing, and now he was out of moves. With just a little bit of effort, I could alter the path and direct it to go across the boy’s neck. It was exposed, and mine for the taking. All I would have to do was reach out and take it.

I did.

The tip of the blade met the edge of his throat and went through like a farmer’s scythe goes through wheat. Blood flew through the air, crimson sparkles that danced and shined like jewels before falling on uncaring stone. Juck laid next to his spilled blood, a hand covering his throat.

I heard it. Soft gurgles and the sound of squelching. Only for a moment. Then screams. Then the heavy footfalls of men rushing. The authoritative voice of a medical official. The cry of, “One, two, three!” before a grunt from the four men carrying him. And then silence.

I felt it. The stares from the crowd, from the Eilen officials who were to grade me. A mixture of uncertainty and outright hate. The condemnation of my peers. A feeling of concern from a red-haired girl atop the battlements. The need to flee. A window of opportunity to leave before I’d be arrested and hanged.

I took it.

So, that’s what I did. I didn’t run like a coward, although that’s how I felt. I walked calmly. My bloodied sword dragged alongside me as I descended into the courtyard. No one tried to stop me. No one did anything at all.

And that’s how I won the Trial by Combat. Not with applause but with silence, save the soft whimper of a blade across stone.


Chapter 22 - A Reunion and A Departure
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No one was in the dorm, of course. Gare was exiled, Malcolm on the front lines, and Rohan in the infirmary. All my doing. On top of the roommates I had lost, I had gotten into a fistfight with Lyra, a fight with Mika, and now slit Juck’s throat. My father was right to leave me there.

The blade hit the ground. It had dried blood on it, a red so dark it was almost black. In a way, I was thankful for it. I couldn’t bear to see my own reflection, to see the villain responsible for all that misery. I climbed into bed and put the blanket on my head, like a child hiding from the world. No. Not “like”. I was a child hiding from the world.

I waited for an angry mob, one that screamed “Murderer!” and came at me with knives and fire. I waited for Prace to tell me he hated me and he was going to execute me for what I did to Juck. I waited for Allesandra to blast me with ice and put me in a frozen tomb.

But nothing came. No mob, no punishment.

Anxiety and waiting were my only companions. My body braced reflexively when I heard footsteps outside the door. My fists clenched when I heard whispers and coughs from the outside world. I almost pissed myself when I heard laughter.

The sun rose, but I did not. I stayed, endlessly waiting. It was around midday when I had returned, and the sun was down when I dared to poke my head outside of the blanket. There was no sleep, just wariness, panic, and anxiety.

Long after the sun had set, my stomach growled. Of course, I had fought four duels that morning, and the needs of the body were beginning to overtake the needs of the mind. I stepped out into the hallway gingerly, like a squirrel on the first day of spring. My eyes darted, surveying threats and shadows. There were none, just the plain, bone-white hallways of Eilen.

I cringed with every small noise I heard. I was in fight or flight mode, both of which I consciously knew would never work, but it was my mental state. I wasn’t prepared to go out into the world alone, and I certainly wasn’t prepared to die, but what else could Eilen do? They exiled Gare for rummaging through our room. Surely they’d have to hang a boy who killed another student.

There was no recompense waiting. There never is. I kept moving.

When I got into the mess hall, there were a few students milling about, but no ambush, no mob. When I loaded up a plate, I wasn’t told that food was only for students, not for criminals. When I sat down to eat, I wasn’t even looked at.

While the food had little taste due to my emotions, I did find myself breathing a little easier. Maybe Juck had survived. Maybe I’d be given community service, or held back, or my dreams of being a Vanguard would be delayed. I allowed the sweet angel of optimism into my head, her light shining through like the sun through a door cracked open.

Feeling the need to press my luck, I walked around the hallways. I needed confirmation either way of what was to happen. I wanted it all to wash away. I wanted a fresh start, one where I hadn’t fucked everything up. I wanted to be a frog sitting on a lily pad, enjoying a bounty of flies and a handful of rain.

While I thought, I had absentmindedly wandered to a place that I had been dreading: Mika’s hideout. The small door looked unused and cobwebs filled the crack. I opened it and, with a small creak, it gave way to me. My body acted on its own as I climbed the ledges.

Images of our scuffle played in my mind in a loop. I told myself that I misremembered, that there was no way the events went down that way. I lied to myself until I believed it.

When I got to the top, there she stood. The sky was a dusky midnight blue, and the moon was a perfect circle of glowing white. Beneath that dark sky, Mika, in her white robes and her strawberry-red hair, looked like an ethereal being sent down from the heavens to show humanity what true beauty meant. The entire universe, all of its good, all of its secrets, was in those golden irises.

My feelings of regret, trepidation, and doubt washed away. She was perfect.

Wordlessly, we walked toward each other, our steps matching beat for beat. Both of my hands cupped her face, a hand on each cheek, while her arms wrapped around me. We kissed. I felt a tingle of lightning go through me, a wave of elation, and a gnawing need for more. When I leaned into her, she pushed back, our kiss turning into an aggressive meeting of flame and oil. We ended up on the ground, rolling atop the stone, taking turns on top of each other and only pausing for quick breaths. I could feel her apology or what had happened between us in those kisses, and I could feel her matched excitement when she began to grind against me.

When she was above me, she broke away and put her hands to her shoulders. Her robe slipped around her waist. Carnal lust battled my awestricken brain. She put my hands on her breasts and rocked against me. Her hands went along my stomach, going low, when she began to strip me of my shirt. Where I was muscled, she was slim; where I was bruised and purple, she was perfectly pale and untouched.

I kissed her once more, dragging her head down to me, but she broke away and whispered in my ear.

“Take me.”

-

After, we lay together, her fingers making circles on my bare chest. One of her legs was wrapped around me and her head was nuzzled against my neck.

“I’m sorry,” she said softly. “I shouldn’t have reacted that way.”

“It’s okay,” I said blissfully, basking in her warmth, in the loss of my virginity. She could have told me anything in the world and I don’t think I could have broken out of that bliss.

“No, it’s not,” she sighed and burrowed her head further into my neck. “I want you to know why. That book is evil. My mother told me it’s heretical and I just … I saw you with it, and I didn’t want you to get in trouble. I didn’t want to lose you.”

I didn’t say anything, I just rubbed her shoulder while I listened, eager to soak in whatever explanation she could give. But she didn’t explain any more, just let out a warm breath against me.

“I’m glad you got rid of it,” she said in a whisper. My heart raced, just for a moment, before I pushed the thoughts out of my mind with a will stronger than iron.

I didn’t have the bravery to say that I hadn’t, nor to challenge her brazen admission to the ransacking. She must have been in the room, looking, hunting. I didn’t have the intelligence or the hypocrisy to place the blame of Gare’s exile at her feet. No, all I had was undeserved happiness. The incident was something I had already buried, and while her explanation was nice, I wanted to leave it underneath scars and dirt.

What I did have, however, was the brains to keep my mouth shut. That I hadn’t gotten rid of it, and I had no idea what had happened to it. It would be much later on before I discovered what had happened to The Philosophies of Tidarian the Raven, but I’m glad that hadn’t ruined the moment. Many future moments of ruin were to come because of it, but not that one. We lay together, two lovers underneath the stars, until we fell asleep.

-

When I returned to my room in the early twilight hour before morning, there was a letter with Allesandra’s black seal waiting for me. Anxiety pinged, but with shaky hands, I picked it up.

Redlin of the Wolves,

You are to see me immediately upon reading this message.

Allesandra Ravencroft, Headmistress of Eilen and faithful servant to Balin.

-

I felt like I was walking to my death.

It was a cruel joke, one that life is full of. I had finally gotten to be with Mika and now I was to be killed. While my blow against Juck had been an unnecessary one, and one that resulted in a fatality, I had been told from my first day that war was what we did. That the gods were greedy. So what if I sent him to Reign early? He was dead, and I was alive, gloriously alive.

My daunting, skipping, unassailable walk had been reduced to shambling. The fantasizing about growing old with Mika and having children with her changed as well. I could picture her standing atop the balcony, away from the crowd gathered for my execution. She held a baby in her arms and let fall a single tear.

Naturally, climbing the staircase to Allesandra’s office took more mental fortitude than I had expected. I wished I had a knife. It wouldn’t have done much against sorcery, but you can never have too many knives.

The growing cold that always accompanied a long trip up those stairs didn’t bother me. What was comfort to a man fearing for his life? I knocked, entered, and sat down across from her. Her icy blue eyes seemed slightly warmer than normal, like a summer sky at noon.

“Redlin,” she started, paused, and conveyed a small frown. “Juck is alive, if you were wondering.”

I squirmed in my chair a bit, my shoulders rubbing against the blackened wood. While it was a relief that he was alive, it was a slap to the soul to realize I had cared infinitely more about what was going to happen to me than what did happen to him.

“You caught him pretty good, but they managed to stop the bleeding. They’re not sure if he’ll make a full recovery, in a vocal sense. He’s tried to speak and all it sounds like is … Well, you’ll hear it, one day.

“It’s most important that you know that you didn’t do anything wrong. The trials are set up to test conscripts’ mettle, and that’s what happened. Sometimes, people die. The gods are greedy. Accidents happen, but more importantly, the Captain and I are impressed with your growth. I still remember when you came here. It wasn’t that long ago, and yet …” She paused, taking me in for a moment. “You’ve changed. Grown up. I’m proud of you.”

I nodded, relieved by her statements. I had longed for acceptance, and now I found it in Rohan, Mika, Prace, and suddenly Allesandra. I had a family in them, a brother, a wife, a dad, and a mom.

“I’m humbled by your words, my lady.”

“Humility isn’t your strong suit,” she said with a coy smile. “But I thank you anyway. Positioning and preening will serve you well in your—or should I say, our—future endeavors.”

“What endeavors would that be?” I asked.

“The advancement of Balin, of course. Don’t you remember your promise?” she asked. “He may always be under Reign, but I’d like to see him above the others.”

“That’s … just short of heresy,” I said, remembering what I was taught.

“Yes, just short. You know as well as I do that’s where history is made.”

“The other temples won’t like that,” I said.

“Neither will the other gods,” Allesandra brushed it off nonchalantly. “But it doesn’t matter. What does matter is that we have soldiers dedicated to the cause. Soldiers like you.” She stopped and smiled. “Mika is with us, of course.”

My heart stopped and sped up at the same time. I wasn’t sure how they found out about me and Mika, but I was embarrassed regardless.

“She says that there’s more to you than meets the eye,” she said, her eyes roaming over me. “And I agree, I’ve seen your Aether. Powerful indeed.”

“Aether?” I asked, my voice a whisper. Just a moment ago, I viewed her as a mother, but now, her eyes ravaged my body like a king with over newly conquered lands. I backed into my chair, hoping to sink into it, but there was nowhere to go.

“Yes, you’ll find out all about that,” she said, her expression suddenly losing interest as she sat put a hand under her chin. “Join us, why don’t you? You can have everything. You can have Mika, have a family. Be a Vanguard. Smite your enemies and write your name in the books of history with blood and glory.”

“I accept,” I said without assurance and without thought. The promises were grand, but there was a veiled threat beneath them. Despite the oaths, I knew I was in more danger than I had ever been before. The world spun beneath me as I rose. “Thank you, my lady.”

I bowed, turned on my heels, and went to leave. It was … a lot to take in. It was what I had always wanted, but I still had a bitter taste on my tongue. It no longer felt like it was my decision. I was starting to see the game that Allesandra was playing, and I was merely a pawn.

I needed a bath, a book, and a nap.

“Rohan Munk and Juck of the Wolves will be joining you as representatives of Eilen in the pursuit of being a Vanguard, assuming Juck still wants the position,” Allesandra said when I opened the door. “You leave in three days.”

-

First things first was the bath. The warm waters placated me and relaxed my tensed shoulders. As I ruminated on everything around me, one core question chased all the others away.

What did it matter if my life was being driven by outside forces?

If Allesandra was the one who planned my life, and even worse, manipulated my desires, who cared? I’d still be a Vanguard, and I’d have Rohan’s friendship and Mika’s love. It wasn’t a bad deal.

The rest of the day was much more enjoyable with that epiphany. The bath was warm, the book I read was delightful, and the food I had was hearty and tasted of smoke and salt. I dreamed sweet dreams, full of vanilla, gold, love, and family.

I woke up alone, and eager to fix that, I went to see Mika. The moon was rising and she was waiting. We made love under the stars, less needy this time, more vulnerable. We held each other after, talking about all the little things in the world and making up stories behind each star. We stayed like that for a long time. When her light snores started and she wormed her way further into me, I’d never been happier. I could have spent eternity like that, and I’d have never complained.

-

Come the morning, I kissed her on the forehead. Her nose wrinkled with delight as she scrunched into me. It took everything I had to get up, but I made my way back down into the fortress. I craved some food and, oddly, a run. So that’s what I did. I ate and ran free of mortal constraints on a high from which none could bring me down. I had everything I ever wanted and was about to get so much more.

Halfway through my run, Rohan joined me.

“Ah shit.” I slowed down and awaited him. We hadn’t talked since the Trial of Combat and I still felt horrible about the way that it had ended. He’d bear the scar I gave him for the rest of his life. He looked bruised, battered, and uneasy. But, he smiled wide. He brought me into a hug. He held me tight, and it sounded like he was holding back the urge to cry.

“We did it,” he said. “We’re going to be Vanguards.”

-

Prace, Isaaru, and I were playing cards, as we usually did. We were playing Splits, a game that Isaaru claimed he invented, and both of the guards were playing aggressively. They were using all their resources on smaller bids, and when I dominated the big excursions, they clucked like chickens and tutted like hens. I knew they were letting me win, but it was still fun.

Isaaru excused himself, putting a firm hand on my shoulder, leaving me and Prace. His way of saying goodbye.

“You’ve come a long way, pup.” He shuffled the cards with extra attention, even though I had seen him work the deck absentmindedly before. Prace could shuffle blindfolded, while telling a story, while also drunk, without issue.

“Hasn’t been that long,” I replied. “Hell, when I got here you looked like you were eighty years old, and now you only look eighty-one.”

“I won’t miss your vile accusations.”

“I won’t miss your mean jokes.”

“Well, I won’t miss the way you make me feel old.” He dealt a card.

“I won’t miss feeling like I had a secret home, away from everyone else.”

“Yeah well,” he said as he dealt out more cards. “It’ll always be here for you.”

We played a round in silence.

-

I said goodbye to the walls of Eilen, the library, and, regretfully, the bath house. No more laps, no more Captain, no more mathematics. Just glory and fame on my horizons.

I did, however, have one last goodbye to say. Mika would be waiting for me, and while I knew in my teenage heart that we would get married and start a family one day, that didn’t help the immense sadness I felt about leaving her behind.

She was waiting for me, as she always was, and had set up a small table atop one of the crates that lined the battlements.

“Dine with me?” she asked as she waved a hand over the clothed crate. It had a small vase of white lilies, two plates of pheasant meat, a carafe of wine, and a sealed envelope.

“I hope to do more than just dine with you.” I thought myself suave, if you can believe it. She gave a coy laugh, one that I didn’t deserve but treasured anyway.

“Is that all that I am to you?” she asked as she sat, an eyebrow arched playfully.

“Oh, no,” I said, fumbling for words as I fumbled the pitcher. “You’re—”

“I’m just teasing, Redlin.” She took the pitcher out of my hands and poured herself a drink. We toasted and the clink evaporated any of the awkwardness I had just injected into the conversation.

“What am I to you?” I asked while forcing a wine-induced cough to lie back down in my throat.

“Ladies are supposed to ask their men that first.”

“‘Their’ man?”

“Mine.” She had a sip and then smiled coolly. “All mine.”

We both drank, and the wine tasted all the sweeter.

After our meal, we made drunken love to each other. Her perfect, pale body shone in the moonlight, and right before my climax she pulled me in deep and whispered, “I love you”. We lay together after, treasuring the moment, treasuring each other. Come the dawn, I’d be leaving on a brand-new adventure, but that night was just us, and that was all we needed.


Interlude V
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“This feels as good a resting point as any other,” Redlin said, motioning Maya to put down the quill. She dried the quill, bottled the ink pot, organized her documents, and finally let out a long stretch.

“I have to say, your time in Eilen wasn’t as exciting as I had heard.”

“Rumors are a disease. They spread not only in the populace but also in severity.”

Redlin looked out of the wagon into an uncaring black sky. He let out a breath of smoke. The setting up of camp, chopping of firewood, and the sweat of working men gradually took him out of his disconcerted thoughts, but his dulled onyx eyes merely looked the imperials over like an old madam does over new whores.

“So, you really didn’t become a Reaper at your first stay in Eilen,” Maya said.

Redlin’s eyes had a glimmer in them, and when they swiveled to his interrogator they came like a whip. She flinched and resisted the urge to cower into her chair. The air felt thick, and then chilly and full of sweat, but most importantly it felt fragile, and it was the only thing in between her and Redlin.

“You’ve either not done your due diligence about drumming up details of my past, you’re trying to goad me, or you’re trying to make small talk. None of which impresses me,” Redlin said. His voice was like a new flame and it bounced off the walls of the wagon in the pattern of dancing embers.

“And just what are you going to do about it?” Maya asked with reformed composure. Regain control of yourself, then regain control of the situation. He’s just a prisoner, no more, no less.

Redlin’s gaze poked doubts into her thesis, but as they locked eyes, he broke. He turned back to a broken man. The greys in his beard looked all the more noticeable, the frown lines carved on him more pronounced. He slumped back onto his side and looked out the window, resuming his studies of the void above the world.

“I’ll bring you some dinner when it’s ready,” Maya said as she moved past him.

He answered her with another pull of the pipe.

-

Chained to his wagon, Redlin sat in the darkest corner he could find. Sleep eluded him. He wasn’t sure if he was avoiding the nightmares that chased him or clinging to a life he was about to lose to execution.

A man approached the wagon. Despite his youth, he looked rough around the edges, like a doll in the hands of a babe. He scratched at his shoulders animalistically.

“You Redlin?” he asked.

“That’s the rumor,” the Prisoner replied from the shadows.

“Come on out here, let me see you,” the man demanded. Liquor slurred his words and added a reckless, forceful overconfidence. Redlin made no move. A night breeze went across the landscape, bringing a chill to the guard as he battled against his cloak.

“I said let me fucking see you,” the guard demanded once more, and, once more, Redlin made no move. The guard fumbled at his belt, took a torch, and after a few failed ignitions, lit the piece of wood. He brought it in closer, shining firelight on the wagon and its inhabitant. The smell of smoke and the flicker of cascading sparks filled the wagon. Redlin remained still, a cloak covering his face. The guard reached for the cowl with sweaty fingers.

Redlin kicked out, hitting the man in the gut and sending him flying. He landed awkwardly, almost flat, the toss of a bad bag of wheat. The torched landed alongside him before sputtering out.

“You’re Egar’s boy,” Redlin said, still seated in the corner.

“How?” the man asked before he was interrupted by his own cough. “How did you know that?”

“He loved you. He was afraid to show it. His own father, your grandfather, beat him anytime he cried. But in his last moments, he thought about you.”

The guard shot up and climbed back in, this time with steel drawn. He pulled his arm back and held it, ready to stab.

“I’m sorry, Igvar,” Redlin said.

Igvar smiled, despite the tears welling in his eyes.

“Sorry doesn’t bring him back, you fucker.”

Igvar’s dagger shot forward like an arrow through a crisp sky. It was stopped inches away from the Prisoner. Maya had silently appeared behind him and wrapped both hands around the man’s elbow. He tried to stab once more but was held firm. Slowly, the dawn of understanding that his commanding officer was standing behind him washed over him. He dropped the knife and offered no resistance when Maya pulled him out.

“Get him bound,” Maya growled out to the two guards she had behind her.

Grunts and a small scream passed behind her as she climbed in and sat down. People stirred in camp before hearing an authoritative “fuck off” sound from Maya’s entourage.

“So.” Maya cleared her throat. “Just what in the fuck was that?”

“Lovers’ quarrel,” Redlin said.

“No, no. I’ll abide the fairytales, the lies, the oh-so-foreboding fucking crypticness, but this is my camp. You will tell me what that was about.”

It was chilly in that cabin, and the plume of Maya’s breath rose through the air. She was standing now, with her palms placed firmly on the ceiling.

“I Reaped his father,” Redlin admitted.

Maya’s arms fell to her side. She left. Redlin did not react.

-

It was a bright morning, despite the grey skies above. Rays of white light fell down upon the earth in patches. The nighttime chill clung to the morning’s air like a toddler to his mother’s legs. Soldiers let out disciplined, haggard grumbles as they broke camp, the same complaints they had been giving for years. A few of the men gave sympathetic glances to the newest prisoner, but they had all seen worse.

All in all, it was a normal morning in Usmal for Maya’s company. Perfectly normal, with many more mornings of similar ilk promised. Except for Igvar.

He lay in the dirt with his hands bound by rope and self-reflection. The entire night he had refused to cry. He would not give Redlin any more tears. Not for his father or his current situation. Defeated and shamed, Igvar stirred the dying embers of his rage. The fire of hate was all that kept him warm throughout the darkness.

Dressed in a mixture of shiny armor and freshly oiled traveler’s leathers, Maya approached with four guards flanking her. She looked older, and significantly more stern, than the previous morning. The armor fit her like a well-worn glove, and she looked as comfortable in it as an experienced general. At the key of her formation, Maya unveiled a rolled-up piece of parchment and spoke in a voice loud enough for the entire camp to hear.

“Igvar Gorsh, you entered into a prisoner’s cell with the intent of murder. That prisoner is under the personal protection of the Archon. I have no recourse except to sentence you to death.”

Her words were said in a tone that brokered no argument, and while the soldiers ground their teeth and clenched their fists, no one challenged her. Igvar, still lying down, spat at her boots.

“Take him,” Maya commanded.

The four soldiers moved into action, two grabbing him by the shoulders to pick him up while the other two split to be around him. A halo of steel and duty. Igvar, covered in mud and grime, walked on unsteady feet in their midst.

He made no challenge as they approached the hangman’s spot. It was already set up, with a wide log serving as a ladder. He said nothing as they fitted the rope around the tree and then around his neck.

A crowd began to form. Maya let them. Every soldier there was under her command, and justified or not, Igvar was a traitor. That is what happened to deserters.

Redlin stood in the back, his hands manacled to each other.

“I’ll see you in The Black,” Igvar grunted out. His eyes never left Redlin, even when they lifted his chin to make sure that the noose was secure.

“No, Igvar.” His voice was a whisper that carried through the glade with a viper’s speed. “You have honored your father. When Reign reclaims his kingdom, you will be dining with him. I alone go to The Black.”

A softening of Igvar’s face occurred. Life flashed before his eyes.

His mouth opened, and with teary eyes, he addressed his soldiers, his brothers. Men that he owed a small lifetime of laughs to. He didn’t have the words, but Igvar tried anyway.

“Sing a—”

The stump beneath his foot was kicked. The sound of his neck snapping made a group of birds cry out and scatter.

-

“You’re not even going to criticize me for killing him?” Maya asked as the wagon began its pilgrimage. The sun rose on a grey sky.

“Why should I? Because he’s the aftereffect of one of my own victims? I’ve killed, and I knew what it would do to their families. Yes, I’ve killed. I’ve killed more than the plague. Some of it was on the battlefield, some in the safety of their own homes. I’ve killed and killed and killed, more than my fair share.” Redlin scratched one of his fingers casually. “And I’m not finished.”

“Not finished?”

Redlin didn’t answer. A cloud drifted over the sunlight that was pilfering into the wagon. Gloom ruled.

“What do you mean ‘not finished’?” Maya demanded.

“The Archon brought you to me for my past, not my future. This may be your camp and these men are yours to command, execute, and discard at your will, but I am not one of them,” Redlin said.

“You will answer,” she repeated.

“No.” Redlin stood. The air grew thick around him, as if it was trying to run away but was being pulled into him regardless. “You need me far more than I need you. If I don’t give you answers to your questions, who do you think the Archon will blame? Me? Or you?”

“I’m not willing to risk any more citizens to The Storm Itself,” Maya said. Her hand went to the dagger on her belt.

“Tell me, how does one kill a storm? How do you trap the winds and cage the lightning? You better think of those questions before you pull that paltry knife.”

Maya’s stare hardened into a sneer. The whites of her knuckles stood out against the orange of her irises and the black of her Inquisitor uniform. But she did not pull her blade.

“My apologies, Master Redlin.” She pulled the pipe, loaded it, and offered it to the Prisoner. “I ask for two things: none of my men die until you are taken into the imperial jail, and you continue your story.”

Redlin took a long inhale from the pipe before he sat back down. Then he took another. He rubbed his chains against each other until they made a screeching noise. With the screech, it all faded away, and he sat as if nothing had happened, as if he hadn’t seen his victim’s son hanged and been threatened at knifepoint before the sun had even hit its zenith. Like footprints on the sand, all of his feelings disappeared.

“Last I left off, we were leaving Eilen …”


Part II - 
Vanguard


“Better to do it than live with the fear of it.”

— Joe Abercrombie


Chapter 23 - The Golden Road to Fymdell
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The morning of our departure, Allesandra led me, Juck of the Wolves, and Rohan Munk out of the front gate of Eilen. In the sunshine, moving away from it, it didn’t look so intimidating. The fortress looked more like a bleached crab’s shell. It was … odd … leaving. Like leaving behind a tarnished blade that still held sentimental value. All of our footsteps, barring Allesandra, came heavily and slowly. There we were, three young men chasing our dreams, and yet, we were filled with nostalgic trepidation.

“Do Balin, and Eilen, proud,” Allesandra instructed us. I nodded with respect, unsure of what the proper response was. Juck bowed with an exceptional level of deference, his nose going as low as his knees. He rose sharply and suddenly when the scarf covering his scarred neck began to slip off.

Hoofbeats sounded in the distance, and before long, Asher, the leader of the Vanguards that Rohan and I had met earlier, arrived. He rode up on a brown horse, larger than a strider but smaller than a charger. They both looked comfortable with each other, like a long-joined husband and wife after their children had left for war and work.

“Take off that scarf, boy, you look like a fresh whore covering her love bites,” Asher commanded. I thought he was talking to me—given that I was also wearing a scarf—but instead, he was speaking to Juck. The boy stood shocked for a moment, and before he had time to react, Asher pulled up beside him and yanked the scarf off.

“There we go. There’ll be no secrets amongst us.” Asher nodded to himself. “And we’ll get whoever did that to you.”

Rohan and I shared a glance.

“Master Asher,” Allesandra interrupted. “These boys are in your care. I look forward to hearing about how they served Balin well.”

“Of course, my lady,” Asher said. “You lot taken your oaths yet?”

“No,” I answered, seeing as how Rohan wasn’t going to speak up and Juck couldn’t.

“Good. Never make an oath you don’t know if you can keep. My lady.” Asher turned his horse around to the horizon.

We followed. With a final look goodbye, I waved to the fortress that had been my home for the past year. I remembered the scared boy I had been, and even though much hadn’t changed in terms of time, I felt so different. Stronger. All my weakness had been burned away.

Or so I thought. Young men and overconfidence is a duo that will outlast time itself.

With that wave, and a weighty nod from Allesandra, I followed Asher into the countryside. The birds flew in our direction overhead and the winds were at our backs. The sun beat down and covered us in a pleasant blanket of warmth. The smells of changing trees kept us company. I whistled alongside my companions to the tune of Cassius, a favorite of mine and Rohan’s.

“So, old master Volt is still teaching, eh?” Asher asked after the song was done. He slowed his horse to walk alongside us, its tail nearly swishing us.

“If you can call it teaching,” I said.

“Trust me, lad, there’s no better lesson than teaching you how to keep your sanity. You’ll see.”

“Lessons in steel are nice too.”

“They’re important, aye, but when night comes and you’re left with nothing but your sins, you need to know how to fight those off as well.”

“You need to survive the battles of the day to fight off the ghosts of night,” I said with unearned wisdom.

“I’d much rather lose my life than my mind.”

“I don’t intend to lose either.”

“That’s a soldier’s answer,” he said as he took back his foreguard position. I returned to whistling Cassius.

-

Not much was said during the rest of our trek. Rohan and I talked a bit amongst ourselves. Juck kept looking at me, but I couldn’t quite place what it was he felt. It was hate, of course. How could it be anything else? If I was wiser, I’d have recognized it and sat down with him. But I was not wise. My ego and fragility hissed silent thoughts to me. He knew what he signed up for and If he was faster, it wouldn’t have happened. They worked at my brain like a potter massaging clay, and combined with travel weariness, grief at losing home, and pride at making the next step, I began to hate Juck as much as he hated me.

That night, my sleep was punctuated with fraught dreams and tense nightmares about needing to survive Juck’s attacks. We were in a courtyard made of black stone. We fought for souls.

I woke, relieved myself, and looked out into the stars. The sun was about to begin its rise, but there were still a few precious moments of night left. I wondered if Mika was looking at the same sky, thinking about me like I was thinking about her.

“What are you fantasizing about?” Rohan asked. He was sitting up with his arms draped around his knees.

“Home,” I said, somewhere between the truth and a lie.

“You’re going to see mine,” he said. “You remember that I’m a noble, right?”

“With those manners? I always thought you were joking.”

“Har fucking har. When we go visit your home, we’ll see how you feel about the japes.”

“If I’m not telling jokes anymore, I must be dead,” I quipped as a reflex. I didn’t want to think about returning home, my true home where Syndra, Merak, Lace, and my parents lived. That sentiment was doubled if Vanguards were in tow.

“That can be arranged,” Asher said from behind us. Dressed in black, he remained unseen until he spoke, and both of us jumped a little bit. He ignored our reactions and got to setting up a fire.

“Where are you from, Asher?” I asked.

“Grisha. Village to the east; bet you’ve never heard of it.”

“I have,” I said, remembering map lessons from Eilen. “Near Jaeg, right?”

“Aye,” he said with a surprised smile. “The winds are just as strong as they say there.”

“Did you ever go?”

“To Jaeg?” A burst of sparks let out from the wood before igniting. “Yeah, where do you think I was trained?”

“Based on your coarseness I assumed a pack of wild dogs.” I warmed my hands by the fire.

“You let your pup speak like that to his superiors?” Asher laughed and asked Rohan. A playful note colored his question.

“I’m not his pup,” I interrupted. “And you’re not my superior.”

His backhand caught me quicker than I could see.

The blow sent me flying away from the fire and I landed on my face amidst gravel and dirt. I tried to get up and felt the cold sting of iron on the nape of my neck. I extended my fingers to indicate that I yielded, but the blade’s edge didn’t leave my neck. Asher leaned in, right beside my ear. I felt hot breath that smelled like smoke.

“I like you, pup, and your spark. Makes for a nice camaraderie. But, there are times where it’s okay to joke around with a fellow soldier and there’s also times to know when to shut the fuck up around your superiors.”

He grabbed a handful of my hair, pulled me up a few inches, and breathed hot on my cheek. The dagger was still to my neck and I felt a small trickle of blood roll down my skin.

“And believe me, I am your superior,” he said and threw me back onto the ground. I heard him walk away and start chatting with Rohan about the weather while he began to cook breakfast. I sat up and saw Juck stirring. He looked away from me.

I rose and forced my embarrassment down. I was no match for Asher, and hurtling in for another fight would only lead to more humiliation. I focused my efforts on finding wisdom in my defeat, which I found at the bottom of a large pool of childlike indignation.

A few moments of reflection, a few deep breaths, and a few imagined killings later, I was sitting with my brothers in arms, enjoying a fatty sausage and some tea. Juck’s eating sounded painful as it was punctuated with gurgles and a quickening of breath, but we all did our best to ignore him out of politeness’ sake.

Well, all except for Asher

“Who did that to you, boy?” Asher put his finger on Juck’s scar. It had mostly turned into white tissue, with flecks of angry red coloring alongside it. He winced when it was touched. None of us spoke.

“I ask again, who did it?” Asher asked with more force.

I spoke up after Juck looked away once more. “I did it. During the Trial of Combat.”

“And now you two walk together. Without speaking about it, I presume?” Asher shook his head and let out a low clicking noise. “The Vanguards don’t have room for boys who are stupid enough to sleep next to men whose throat they slit, nor do they have room for boys who are so pathetic they won’t confront their attempted killers.”

“What would you have us do? Go hit for hit, cut for cut?” I demanded.

“I’d like you to end problems before they get out of your control,” he countered. “You’re letting this animosity, justified as it may be, fester. Both of you.”

“No offense to Juck, but it’s not like he can talk right now,” I said.

I heard the sound of metal scraping against scabbard. Juck’s sword was out. Against the backdrop of the mountain, he still looked like a hero with his tall frame, but something was different. He was different—a shadow of a legend, a ghost, a revenant.

“That’s what offends you? Really?” I chuckled out of the helplessness of the situation. “Go on then, prove me wrong. Say something.”

He charged forward instead. He used his blade like a spear as he ran, its point racing forward. I dodged lithely, spinning and unveiling my own blade at the same time. I could have sliced his back while doing so, but I wanted to end this without bloodshed.

Juck didn’t notice my mercy or he didn’t care. He swung again and I met the arc steel for steel. The ring and subsequent grating reminded me that this was naked weaponry we were using, not the blunted weaponry we had fought with previously.

“Stand down,” I growled. Our blades and gazes were locked, and when he didn’t respond, I pushed down harder. He stepped back, yielding the excursion, and I launched a set of three slashes. They were aimed for non-vital areas, legs and arms, and I caught the outer edge of his forearm on the third slash. It was his off hand, but when it started gushing blood I backed off in hopes that the warning was apparent.

It wasn’t. He charged forward again. Asher was studying us as I dodged. Rohan had his bastard sword half-drawn, but he didn’t look like much help. I examined them for a bit too long and had to duck under a blow that could have taken my head clean off, then backpedal as he came at me with more.

I let him chase me for a bit longer while I batted strikes and dodged slashes. He got more aggressive, arrogantly so, and all I had to do was wait for him to make the wrong move. It didn’t take long. He missed a cross slash and I darted behind him, quick as a hawk, and kicked him in the back of the kneecap. He fell to his knees and I put my liuyedao to his throat.

Clapping. Asher started clapping, a jovial smile on his lips.

“So, what now, Master Redlin?”

Juck struggled until I brought the blade in even closer. It was right along his scar, the ugly white slash I had already given him. It started to bleed once more, just like it had the first time we fought.

The only way out of this situation was to kill him. He was holding onto resentment, not that I blamed him. I was the better fighter, but how many times would it take until he beat me? We could keep doing this exercise in futility until I lost, and then that would be it.

My arms felt like they were made of oak. I forced effort into them and began to pull the blade along his throat. Rohan looked on, horrified. Asher’s glee had faded into stoicism. A ghostly image of Gare and Malcolm stared at me with righteous judging.

I stopped.

I took the blade away from his throat and then I kicked Juck’s back and sent him face first into the dirt. After that, I flipped him with my boot. He was angry and scared, like a caged animal, so I treated him like one.

“Juck of the Wolves.” I touched the tip of my liuyedao to the bridge of his nose, right between his eyes. “Brother.” My sneer came full on, even as I tried to hold it back. “I have spared your life this day. If you ever try something like that again, I’ll kill you before you even know you’re dead. Do not mistake today’s mercy as tomorrow’s allowance. Hate me, curse me, spit at my shadow, but realize this.” I leaned in, keeping him in place with both boot and blade. I realized I was doing to him what Asher had done to me, and I leaned into it.

“I’m better than you,” I said, quoting our leader.

I withdrew my blade and left him to collect himself. Asher clasped me on the shoulder and whispered, “Well done.” I doubted it. All I had really done was kick the problem down the road. The issue was still unresolved and only addressed for the moment. One day, I would have to fix the problem permanently, but I didn’t know how to do that without bloodshed. So, like a coward, I nodded at the statement and ignored the death I saw in my shadow.

The four of us continued to walk. The sun rose behind us.


Chapter 24 - The Jewel of Usmal
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After nearly six days of walking, and six days of muted conversations, we caught sight of Fymdell. Viewing it from afar was like seeing a god. It was breathtaking in its size: wide, solid walls of grey stone secured by men in red uniforms we could see from miles off. Tall buildings, some capped in gold but most in blue tile, decorated the horizon as far as we could see. The sheer number of buildings was staggering.

“Takes your breath away, doesn’t it?” Rohan asked.

“You grew up here?” I found myself asking, still struck with the scope.

“Oh yeah. See that building over there?” He pointed to a cathedral painted the color of the ocean, one that rose above the majority of its neighbors. “That’s the Sanctum of Pantheon. Some say that you can see Reign himself on bright mornings. Five times a year the Seraph and the known Heralds of each of the gods meet and spend a day in prayer.”

He pointed to a round building made of columns and black stone.

“Over there is the colosseum. It’s where they hang prisoners or do blood sport. Barbaric, but I must admit, it’s fun. And over there …” He pointed out a wide building that seemed to glow blue. “That’s Idros. Home of the Vanguards.”

“We get to live here?” I asked. I grew up in a hut in the woods. I hadn’t seen more than six people in one place before I went to Eilen, and now I was going to live in a place that could have housed one hundred thousand souls.

“You get to stay here,” Asher interrupted. “Of course, you need to prove yourself, over and over. When you get old, who knows, maybe they’ll let you live on the streets.” He flashed a smile. “But ah well, that’s a problem for another day. C’mon.”

The forest path, well-trodden and wide, turned into cobbled stone suddenly. The quiet footsteps became clacks on hardened stone, and I smelled the briefest hint of sage on the wind.

“The Archon buys that in great supply,” Rohan said, noticing me sniffing the air. “Trust me, you don’t want to smell a city this size without some perfumery.”

“How does he use it?”

“His father built a tower to have petals collected, lit, and then flown down. It’s quite beautiful at night, watching millions of leaves burn brightly into the night. Of course, since the wind blows more towards the nicer areas, you won’t hear any complaints from them. The Lower City, however,” he paused and plugged his nose with his fingers, and spoke in a higher pitch as a result. “You just don’t wanna go there.”

“Says you,” Asher interrupted. “Finest whores in the city live there.”

He scratched his chin while tilting his head in deep, serious contemplation.

“Well, maybe not finest. But what they lack in beauty, grace, and hygiene, they make up for with a gusto that would shame even the most zealous worshiper.”

“I think you underestimate how much I’ve seen in the Sanctum,” Rohan offered.

“I think you underestimate how much I’ve seen in the Lower City,” Asher countered. “Maybe when you boys get some hair on your chins I’ll take you.”

“I thought we were furthering our education,” I said.

“That’s what I just offered.”

We passed two guardsmen wearing bright red uniforms and carrying halberds. Asher reached into his belt and pinned the symbol of the Vanguards: a sword handle jutting out from behind a shield. It was made of silver and must have been blinding to the guards because they turned away from us like we were ghosts.

“We’re not to be hassled when entering the city,” Asher said without looking over his shoulder at us.

“How do they know it’s real?” I asked.

“To pretend to be a Vanguard would be certain death, even in a city as large as this one.”

We entered the city through the blue gates. They were taller than five men put together and wide enough to let fifteen men walk through without touching shoulders. People milled about, but most seemed to want to lean against the gates while waiting for couriers or loved ones. There were hundreds, all bored and dressed for comfort instead of the regality that I was expecting from the crown jewel of Usmal. The smell of human filth mixed with the sage that was being strewn through the air and punctuated the lack of elegance.

“Humanity is disgusting,” Asher pulled me in and whispered. “You get used to it.”

We sauntered through the crowd like a shark’s fin through water. Asher lightly shoved people who got too close and led with an air of authority that was only earned through bloodshed. Juck, Rohan, and I followed closely behind, operating with the awkward pace between a run and a walk.

The streets narrowed but the amount of people dissipated, resulting in a change of claustrophobia that was neither relieving nor constricting. Rows of small, tan buildings in various states of dishevelment greeted us.

“This is Lower City?” I asked after we passed a mother chasing a naked toddler.

“What? No,” Asher said. “Not the nicest part of town, but we haven’t been yelled at, begged at, or spat at. Trust me, when you get there, you’ll know.”

The city did get nicer as we walked to the center. The buildings got taller, the streets cleaner, and the people more genial. I have often found that the richer you are, the less likely you are to step in shit.

It took us about an hour to get to a midsize building that was located across the street from the buildings that Rohan had pointed out. It was painted blue and had the white insignia of the Vanguards above the doorway. The door was golden and the handle silver. Overall, it was a place of hope, a place of heroes.

A few streets down, the colosseum and the cathedral loomed over us. They were both much larger than I had thought, and both looked like they could house thousands. For some reason, both buildings filled me with dread.

“They’re something, aren’t they?” Rohan asked as Asher fiddled with the door.

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” I admitted.

“Trust me, you get used to it. Never underestimate the human mind’s ability to adapt to grandeur. Pretty soon you’ll be complaining that they aren’t big enough, just like the rest of us.”

“Will you two come on,” Asher said from inside.

Inside was a large room with portraits and stone busts. The first one I spotted was a young man with a long shock of white hair. He was muscled and had a deep sorrow in his eyes that stirred within me. Varesh, the Keeper - 475–502 was etched inside the portrait’s frame.

There were sixteen portraits in all. Twelve of them were men, four of them were women if you can’t do that math, and all had short lives. The longest-lived was a woman named Kanda, the Sixfold and even she only lived to be forty-seven. Most of them died far sooner than that, with the youngest being only fourteen.

“That one’s my favorite,” Asher said as I was looking at the painting of Lamb, The Great Leveller, a man with a scarred face full of rage. “They say he killed anything that moved, and that he was possessed by spirits.”

“How did he die?” I asked.

“Fell off a mountain, although some say he survived it. There were stories about a man with a scarred face who killed a great number more.”

“Doesn’t sound very Vanguard-esque.”

“‘Heroes’ are often just brutal killers with a good public image. A good nickname does more damage control than any amount of good deeds. Hell, they call me ‘The Laughter of Loss’ and now I could kill a child in broad daylight and they’d still sing my praises.”

“Some might even laugh.”

“The smart ones would. What else is there to do in the face of loss?”

“Rage,” I whispered.

Asher smiled and a silent chuckle came out of his nose.

He showed us to our quarters. I was a mite disappointed that we didn’t have our own rooms, but he said that once we passed the initiate stage, or when our elders died, rooms would become available. There were twelve to a room and six of the beds were taken. Rohan and I shrugged, figuring at least our roommates would be more capable than the ones we had in Eilen.

Of course, we were wrong, but we put away our meager possessions with optimism brimming inside of us.

“We’re waiting for three more from Atreid,” Asher said once we were done. “They should be here tomorrow. Until then, go enjoy the city.”

He handed us each a few silver coins.

“Be back by sundown.”


Chapter 25 - City Nights and Citadel Mornings
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Juck left us behind as quickly as he could. I don’t think he had a destination in mind other than to get the fuck away from us. Our showdown had tempered him a bit, but the lad had lost all the prior heroism I had hated him for. Instead of standing tall and being a beacon of honor, his eyes looked sunken and he wore a scarf despite the heat. He looked like a leper in its early stages.

Juck’s ill-fitting appearance had no effect on Rohan. He wore the easy smile of a king on his son’s birthday and he gestured to the city with arms wide open.

“I used to run this town,” he said while we passed the arena. Loud cheers and a few scattered jeers echoed out of the dome. “What do you wanna see? Legal street? Booktown? Smith’s circle?”

“What about something to eat first?” I asked.

“I know just the place.”

He took me to a spot that looked nearly rundown, but there was a small line of people waiting to get in. A faded sign that read Coltaine’s hung above the door in gold lettering marred with time’s ravages. The smell of smoked pork overtook the gentle scent of sage and made my mouth water.

“This place is better than anything in Eilen,” he promised.

We got inside after fifteen minutes of waiting. The server was dismissive and downright insulting. Rohan said that’s how you knew the food was good. He was right. The pork had been smoked to perfection and seasoned with some sort of salty, lemon-tinged flavor that combined with the meat’s infused smoke.

We left with a full belly, sore feet, and an overstimulated mind. Rohan listed a few options but I couldn’t escape the concept of a town made of books, so that’s where we went next.

The stores in Booktown are possibly Usmal’s greatest treasure. Hundreds of thousands of books exist on that street, all cared for by loving owners. It reminded me of an orphanage, or at least, what an orphanage should be. The smell of new books and the presence of shoppers with similar academic inclinations is always welcoming. We browsed and picked a few books each. One shop owner didn’t even charge us; he said that the wonder on my face was worth more than money.

Carrying three books each, Rohan decided it was his turn to pick and dragged me to a place he called “Legal Street”. It was a row of buildings with various legal consultancies offered. My guide seemed drawn to one and we stood outside the offices of Prykal for quite some time.

“What’s up with this one?” I asked.

“Nothing,” he deflected.

A silhouette of a girl passed in the window. His breath caught. He turned away.

“So, it’s like that?” I teased.

“Fuck off,” he said, hiding his face. “Let’s get back.”

The sun was beginning to set. A beautiful sky full of oranges, pinks, and reds was on our horizon. We chatted and joked, most of the jokes about each other but a few strayed off to insult either Juck or Asher. Our pockets still jingled with coin and the books in our arms felt good.

Would you be surprised if I said that a gang of ruffians accosted us on the street? That they demanded our money and we fought them with words and steel? Rohan and I, swashbuckling like heroes to up-roaring applause and a firm handshake from the city guard?

Well, that didn’t happen. Bad shit is more likely to lurk in your own home than on the street.

We entered the Vanguards’ building and stifled our laughter.

Two girls and a boy were in the lobby, admiring the paintings. They each had their hair styled with a streak of red dye through it. For a second, it made me think of Mika, but where hers was strawberries and sunrises, theirs was reminiscent of the crimson that painters used to depict demons.

“Hail Tidur,” they said in unison as they bowed, referencing the god of flames.

“Hail Balin,” Rohan responded. There was a certain edge in his voice, one of the deeply offended.

While I recognized that Balin was the common deity worshiped in Eilen, and I had never much cared for his praise, the flippant way that “Hail Tidur” had been thrown directly at us felt like a slur.

The propaganda that ran rampant in Eilen about making Balin seem the greatest of the gods beneath Reign had never grabbed me, and Rohan and I had never discussed it, despite the fact that it had apparently ensnared him. Maybe we just assumed that each other held the same viewpoints and it wasn’t worth mentioning. Where I had escaped the net of indoctrination, Rohan was adorned in it.

More importantly, I was taught by teachers who worshiped Balin. Their beliefs bled into their lectures, and while they’d never go as far to say that the god of ice was above Reign, god of all, or even above his contemporaries, they’d do what they could to imply it. Quick statements, leading questions, and sweeping stories, which never worked on me, and up till now, I thought that they hadn’t worked on Rohan.

I wasn’t willing to back Balin in this brewing argument, but I was always willing to back my friends, especially in the face of someone trying to wound me.

“Balin?” the taller girl asked. “The mangy mutt of the north?”

“Is that what we should expect from our Vanguard brothers in arms? Heresy?” I asked. “‘For Reign is the father of the gods; Tidur was created to control the sun, fires, and warmth; Balin was created to guide the oceans, rivers, and glaciers; Samira was created to control the wind, the rains, and the storm; and Odis was created to mend the earth itself. All four serve Reign, and all four serve the people’,” I quoted from a religious studies course.

“That never said that Balin was above Tidur.”

“Never called him a ‘mangy mutt’ either. Maybe we should get Asher involved and settle this? Or if he’s indisposed, we could go to the chapel and ask some of the priests?” I asked with an innocent smile.

“Typical Balin worshipers, running to safety at the first sign of trouble. Face the flames yourselves,” the boy said from behind the taller girl. He reminded me of a child hiding behind his mother’s skirts.

“We were raised in the Wastes, in the snow, in the ice,” I said, not out of loyalty to Balin but in order to annoy the newcomers. I rested my hand on the hilt of my liuyedao. “But if you don’t want to solve this with words or mediators, I’m glad to settle this another way.”

The three Tidur worshipers moved their feet and adjusted their weight. As far as I could see, they were unarmed. The girl who had been silent was starting to back away from the conflict.

“Yuna! Stand!” the leader commanded.

“Mord,” Yuna said, still not coming to back up her companions, “they’re armed.”

“Better to face the flame than let it burn.”

“Better yet to not light fires you can’t control,” I said.

Mord’s eyes narrowed at the statement. Her sneer was vicious before it slipped away into a face of neutrality.

“Come. The Balin worshiper is right,” she commanded.

Mord’s two henchmen snaked behind her, both with a sort of gloomy relief.

“Well, at least we don’t have to sleep next to them,” I said.

-

Our beds were next to theirs.

On the fourth floor, all the recruits shared a common room. Social quandaries like different genders, different religions, and scar-fueled vendettas were considered secondary.

I had thought my nights of light sleeping due to worry about my roommates were behind me. Even though Mord and her fellow Tidur worshipers slept near me, any noise from any point of the room had me ready to fight. The scarf my mother gave me and my spare clothes were put in the chest at the foot of the bed, but I stayed armed. If someone tossed in their sleep, I clenched my fists; if anyone got out of bed, I clutched my sheathed liuyedao. A bed far more comfortable than I had ever known was no comfort at all.

I did dream in between my paranoia-driven watches.

My first dream was not entirely my own. I was a man with flowing, white hair, the opposite of my own, striking down enemies as they came. I guarded a smaller man, but one who held intense power. Corpses in armor rushed by me to try to get to him, even as I cut them down. One got past me. The dream ended with me reaching out for the man and yelling, “Tidarian!”

I woke in the middle of the night. Mord was watching me. I could tell she was clutching a knife. I rolled away from her and went back to sleep, slightly sweaty from my dream and the implied threat.

In my second dream, I dreamed about Gare. He and I fought in the Wastes, the same camp where he had lost his hand. He attacked with ruinous magic, some sort of black tendrils, while I fought with steel and with wind. The dream ended when he stabbed me in the belly.

With a gasp, I woke. A few grumbles from my fellow Vanguard trainees met me, but the sun had not. It was still the middle of the night, so I lay back down and tried to will myself into a pleasant dream.

My will was overthrown. Instead, I was back on the grey beaches I had dreamt of once before.

Just like the last time, the sea was red, the color of blood, and the waves lapped lazily. Beings littered the landscape far, far away. At my feet was a woman, bone thin and brown-haired; at her feet were chains, infernal and glowing red. She tried to scream but no words came out of her. I put my hand to her stomach and began to feel power sap through her, into me. Some of the power escaped my grasp and misted around our embrace. It was a gas, white and pure, the color of healthy smoke. The creatures on the horizon howled and began running towards us.

I woke up and it was dawn.

-

Just like in Eilen, there was a training area. I was eager to shake off the dreams and desperate to stay in top shape, so I got started without instruction. A few others, including Yuna, the Tidur worshiper, joined me. We all worked without speaking, and only the soft sounds of grunts and the silent complaints of the training dummies accompanied us.

When I left, there was an old man waiting in the lobby.

“Hello,” he said cheerily. He was almost entirely bald, but white wisps of hair hung on to his head like tattered sails. He had eyes that were as black as my own, a rarity in Usmal.

“Hi,” I responded.

“Which of these is your favorite?” He gestured to the paintings on the wall.

“Varesh,” I said. I was startled I had spoken the words—it was like they were driven out of me by force.

“A good pick. I’ve always been partial to Anomander myself.”

That painting was of a man with a large blackened sword. He had the face of a noble and shoulders that were beset by expectations. His plaque listed him as Anomander, The Dark Knight and had signified him as living to the old age of forty-one.

“What’s his story?” I asked.

“His mother was a queen but Anomander was the one with the qualities of a strong leader. Despite having a penchant for darkness, as seen in his armor, sword, and title, he cared for the people beneath him. His mother forced him out of his ability to rule, so instead he fought. He fell on the battlefield, saving as many as he could. Each person he saved said they’d have traded their lives for him and wept for him with enough passion to force his mother into honoring his sacrifice and bolstering the Vanguard funds.” The old man wiped a teary eye. “Sorry, sometimes self-sacrifice saddens me.”

“It’s the only kind that matters,” I tried to cheer him up.

He coughed out a laugh. “Don’t let your commanding officers hear you say that.”

“I’m sure they’re used to beating incorrect answers out of students.”

“Maybe.” He stroked his goatee. “But the ones that stick to their ideals are the ones with portraits.”

“Only the ones that stuck to the right ideals,” I countered.

“Not true. Look at Kvothe, the Bloodless. A traitor who stuck to fraud and wasting time.”

“Why is there a portrait of him then?”

“Because he’s the one who inspired so many to join the Vanguards. He had pretty lies and he sang with grace and boldness. People saw him and wanted to follow. Kvothe had his problems, but he brought a great many to join us.”

“And now he has a portrait. ‘Heroes are often killers with good public image’,” I quoted.

“And that’s why I like Anomander,” the old man said, satisfied. “Why do you like Varesh?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Just felt drawn to it.”

“As fine a reason as any other.”

“Forgive me for saying so,” I changed the topic. “But you’re a bit old to be a trainee.”

“You’re never too old to stop learning.”

“But you can be a bit too old to put those things into effect.”

“Nonsense. Look at Jory.” He raised an eyebrow.

“How do you know Jory?”

“All old people know each other, didn’t you realize?” The old man shrugged. It made me laugh for some reason.

“What’s your name, old-timer?”

“Well, it certainly isn’t ‘old-timer’,” he said with a restrained amount of affront. Whether it was genuine or dramatic, I didn’t know. “You can call me Shur.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Shur.” I shook his hand. It was stronger than I was expecting.

“You as well, Redlin. Say, do you want to see something fun?” he asked, still gripping my hand.

“Sure … Shur.”

Our embraced hands crinkled with static electricity, shocking both of us. He laughed with manic glee, almost ending up on the ground with his delight. I turned on my heel like a slighted noble, for both the pain my hand had just gone through and having this old man laughing at me for a joke I wasn’t in on.

“Oh, oh come back, Redlin. I was just teasing.” He waved me back. I stood where I was. “Eilen chose poorly,” he muttered under his breath while shaking his head.

“What is that supposed to mean?” I demanded.

“Oh, nothing. When it comes time to sign your contract, sign it with Samira, or don’t sign it at all.” He turned to leave out the front door. “Be seeing you.”

Samira, goddess of the storms. Not Balin. I didn’t like the feeling that Shur had heard things about me, had studied me. I didn’t like that he and Jory were in cahoots, and both associated me with wind and storm.

But what I really didn’t like was that I knew they were right.

I tried to not let it bother me. In that pursuit, I went to Coltaine’s, the restaurant that Rohan had shown me, and returned. When I got back to the Vanguard facility, ten of the twelve of us were lined up in front of Asher, Shur—who winked at me when he saw my expression of shock—and a woman I didn’t recognize. I fell in line and tried to place who was missing. The three Tidur worshipers were there with their ridiculous hair, and Juck and Rohan.

After a short wait, a boy walked in and joined us, the look of embarrassment on him. Asher and the woman drew the curtains and bathed us in darkness. Two bursts of fire sped towards us and caused a few yelps and some blind staggering. Twin torches erupted behind us.

“So, you want to be a Vanguard?” Asher asked. He was in the darkness, outside the realm of our firelight, but I could still identify him by voice.

“Want to be a hero?” the woman asked. Just like Asher, she was hidden in the gloom.

“Why?”

“Fame?”

“Duty?”

“Prestige?”

“Power?” they both asked at the same time.

“The reason is irrelevant,” Shur said. His voice sounded more mysterious, more ancient, less frail. “You take your first step to join us.”

“Today, your training starts. Welcome.”


Chapter 26 - Trials and Tribulations, Part II
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They split us into three groups of four. One from each school per group. With my pre-ordained wind disposition and cynicism of all things godly, I was misrepresenting Balin, but I was partnered up with Yuna from Tidur’s camp and two other true believers of their respective gods, Odis and Samira. One group was told to wait in the lobby, one was ushered away to converse with Asher, one to talk with Shur, and mine was taken to talk to the woman I hadn’t met.

“Weapon of choice?” she asked. No introduction or explanation were given.

“Liuyedao,” I answered, taking charge of the group.

“Longsword,” Yuna said. I didn’t think she had it in her with her small frame.

“Dual blades,” the boy from Odis’ camp said. He had a body that was hard to visualize, long of arm but short of leg.

“Bo—” the boy from Samira’s group started.

“Sorry, did you say dual blades? Like two swords at the same time?” the woman interrupted.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said with confidence.

“Only the profoundly stupid or the profoundly brave try to wield two blades at once,” she said flatly, cutting the smile off his face quicker than a knife ever could. “Which one are you?”

“I’ve always found them one and the same,” I cut in, trying to cover for him while he floundered for words.

“Cute, already backing one another.” She pulled out a dagger from her belt and began to inspect it. “And you?”

“Bow,” the boy from Samira’s group announced.

“A sensible weapon,” she said pointedly. “But good enough. I’m Cyn’se, second in command of the Vanguards, leader of the Hunters. We hunt, if that wasn’t clear from the name.”

“Who do you hunt?” I asked.

“Heretics, criminals, and general threats to the realm of Usmal,” she answered, still examining her knife.

“I thought Vanguards were meant to protect,” I said.

“Sometimes it’s better to remove a cancer than let it fester. There’s no better way to protect the nation and the Pantheon than to hunt those that would do it harm.”

“What about Reapers?” the dual-wielding boy asked.

That brought her gaze from the knife to us. She smiled then, the smile of vengeance, the smile of sated wolves. At that moment, she reminded me of Lyra.

“Oh, we hunt those. With fervor.”

I resisted the urge to shudder and saw Yuna fail that temptation. The boy with the two blades attached to his hips seemed largely indifferent to the news.

“I’m supposed to test you, so here it is,” Cyn’se said. “In the city, there’s a woman with blonde hair, a green cloak, and a silver medallion. She works in Booktown. Go find her, tell her that Cyn’se is looking for her, and report back. Do it in four hours or don’t come back at all.”

-

We left in a line that was devolving into a panic.

“This is bullshit,” the boy from Odis’ school said. “We’re supposed to be Vanguards, not looking for random women in the biggest city in Usmal.”

“Part of the job,” I said. “First thing’s first, I’m Redlin, and I know where Booktown is.”

“Yuna.”

“Eran,” the boy with the two swords provided.

“Nu’uk,” said the final boy. He represented Samira and had a head of shaggy brown hair that almost covered his eyes.

“Well, Yuna, Eran, Nu’uk, follow me.”

They fell in line and I thanked Rohan for showing me the town earlier. Getting a few followers and establishing myself as leader would only help my chances of making a name for myself. I led us through sunlit streets with a confidence I couldn’t tell was faked or earned. In the end, you have to fake confidence to obtain it, so I’m not sure it makes much difference.

A short walk put us in Booktown. The alleyways were busy and people didn’t appreciate young adults like us pushing our way through, but we were Vanguards on Vanguard business. They didn’t believe it given our youth and our lack of silver pins, but we believed it, and that was far more important.

At that time of day, Booktown was a sprawling mess. It reminded me of the Hive in Eilen, which reminded me of spending time with Gare, Malcolm, and Rohan. I wondered how the first two were doing, out on their own. Exiled and in war. I wondered if they were still alive.

I shook off the ruminations and formed an action plan. There were eleven bookstores along the street and I assigned three to Yuna, three to Nu’uk, and five to myself.

“What about me?” Eran demanded, having been left out of the assignments.

“You’re the loudest and the most confident. We can’t enter all eleven of these places at once, but in case she tries to escape, you’re the only one I trust to yell for us,” I explained. “Let us hunt on the ground, like snakes. You’re our eyes, our hawk. I need you to look across the whole battlefield.”

He gave a satisfied grin and nodded. Yuna and Nu’uk made no complaints about how I had more ground to cover so we sprung into our investigation. I started by visiting The Broken Binding, one of the stores I had frequented with Rohan yesterday.

“Ah, my young friend,” the shopkeep said with a mixture of delight and surprise. “You already finished Price of Power?”

“Haven’t even started it.” I was impressed with his recall but didn’t show it. “I’m on official business, I’m afraid.”

“I knew that a young man like yourself being genuinely interested in books was too good to be true.” He pinched the bridge of his nose.

“What? No. Unrelated to yesterday. Looking for a woman, blonde hair, green cloak, silver medallion. Sound familiar?”

His head tilted to the sky as he struggled to recollect. My foot thumped out of annoyance. How could he instantly place me, and the book I had bought, but not remember if he had seen my quarry?

“I don’t think so,” he offered. There was a reluctant sentiment behind the words. His trepidation ate at me. I thanked him, left, and stopped by Eran.

“If the man in The Broken Binding tries to leave the counter or the store, stop him,” I whispered. Eran nodded with the solemnity of a priest.

I continued to check out the rest of the stores I had assigned to myself. I had only visited three yesterday, including The Broken Binding, and unfortunately neither of the remaining booksellers recognized me, which made me wonder how strong their memories were.

While in the fourth store, I heard Eran start yelling.

“Redlin!” The shout came from outside. Eran was already dashing into The Broken Binding, and I saw Yuna and Nu’uk leaving their assignments to join him. I swore and joined the pursuit.

When I entered the store, Eran had cornered the shopkeep. He was looking down on the bookseller, his fists curled.

“Where’s the girl?” he demanded, spittle flinging out of his mouth.

“What girl?” The shopkeep put his hands up and tried to sink into the wall like rain into the ocean.

“The girl in green!”

“I don’t know her!”

Just then, I saw a flash of emerald out of the corner of my eye. She was on the street, running, and running fast.

“Nu’uk, with me!” I yelled as I dashed. “Yuna, Eran, cover the streets!”

Nu’uk was behind me quickly and we ran through the streets together. We got lucky and caught a glimpse of her cloak as she turned a corner. The representative for Samira in our squad was just as fast as I was, which came as a mild shock to me. Nobody in Eilen had ever been able to keep up with me. I didn’t have time to appreciate the speed, unfortunately, and had to devote all my effort into a cocktail of scouting, sprinting, and shouting.

We went on like this for a while. We gained ground on longer bursts of open street, but she knew the city better. She cut through stores on the corners, jumped over crates, and ducked under obstacles. Nu’uk and I got lucky when my screams of “Stop that woman!” finally registered in a day laborer. He tripped her up and we tackled her before she got back to her feet.

“Cyn’se is looking for you,” I said with a savage grin. I took off her cowl.

It was a man with brown hair. He smiled at me, just as savagely as I had done a moment ago.

“Fuck.”

-

We walked back to Booktown feeling sorry for ourselves. I complimented Nu’uk’s running form and got no response other than an abject “thanks”. I understood it. Just as quickly as we’d been welcomed into the Vanguards, we were to be kicked out. I’d have to make a life for myself soldiering, hope for a lucky break, and become a captain in some dead-end place in the world fighting pointless battles.

Yuna and Eran were waiting for us. When I gestured a defeated shrug they responded with wide smiles. Eran flipped me and Nu’uk a thin silver construction that resembled a sword’s hilt.

“What is this?” I asked.

“The fruits of our labor,” Eran said. “You told us to keep an eye on the street. Shortly after you left, a blonde woman with a silver medallion was prowling about, trying to leave. We stopped her, told her Cyn’se was looking for her, and she gave us these.”

I returned the smile and resisted the urge to embrace them in a hug and cry. Instead, I nodded like a stoic, but proud, father does to his son.

“Nice work. Let’s get back.”

-

“Wipe those sorry fucking grins off your faces,” Cyn’se said as we returned inside.

“Sorry, boss,” I said, still wearing the aforementioned sorry fucking grin. I presented our reward from the blonde woman with an open palm.

“So you caught her,” she mused as she looked over the silver hilt. She handed it back, as well as some silver coins. “Alright, go eat. Tomorrow, report to Asher.”

I caught a glimpse of Rohan as my new squad and I were leaving. He had a blossoming black eye and a small limp, but he gave a casual shrug that could only belong to the victorious. I gave him one back before being pulled outside.

“Genius, just genius,” Eran was raving. “You should have seen the look on her face when we stopped her.”

“You should have seen Nu’uk.” I spread the praise around. “He may be quiet but I wouldn’t want to try to escape from him. He ran like a demon.”

Nu’uk flushed a little bit before giving a dismissive gesture.

“You really were something special, all of you,” Yuna said. She was looking down, twiddling her fingers as we walked. Her role as unconfident assistant to Mord was making more sense.

“We all are,” I said. “We’re Vanguards now. Trust me, Tidur wouldn’t send out promising conscripts like you on a random basis. He sees something in you, something special, something powerful.”

“That’s not what Mord says.” Her voice was barely over a whisper.

“Yeah, well, Mord’s wrong. Bet she’s humbled or dead within a year.”

“Bossy girl with the red streak in her hair?” Eran said. “I’ll put money on dead.”

Yuna’s slight flush matched the one Nu’uk still had from the compliment I gave him, but she didn’t look entirely unappreciative of the way we shit-talked about her fire-forged ally.

We walked along for a little bit, talking about our adventure so far, until I picked a place with a smell that made my knees buckle. We went into a restaurant called Hammer’s where they served melted cheese on bread. Absolutely delicious, possibly the greatest thing Usmal has ever made, and that’s including the cathedral.

“So, what was life like in Jaeg?” I asked Nu’uk, referencing the eastern fortress that worshiped Samira.

“Windy,” was his response. To this day, I’m not sure if it was a joke.

“What about in Atreid?” I asked Yuna.

“It was … interesting. We were supposed to spend our time training and praying to Tidur, but it always felt like most people wanted to spend time gossiping.” She hid her face in her hands. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that. ‘Judge not, lest ye be judged’.”

“‘Be aware of the faults in others, as well as the faults in yourself’,” I quoted from the Tome. Yuna nodded empathetically.

A server brought us our melted cheese bread. Yuna and Nu’uk ate carefully and made sure that everyone else went first. Eran dug in with a zeal for life that can only be seen in toddlers reaching for something they’re not supposed to have.

“What about Walsk?” I asked Eran between bites.

“Oh, you know,” he said as he chewed. “Real serious place. I was the best fighter and I wasn’t very interested in being schlepped to places, so I came here.”

“That’s a bit bold, don’t you think?”

“If I wasn’t so good, maybe.”

Conversation dwindled as we ate, not in a malicious way but just an awkward one. I didn’t want to force the moment any further so I let it be.

When we returned, I completed a few combat training exercises and a bit of running. I was halfway done when Yuna found me, and said that Asher wanted to see us in the training room at dawn. I channeled that little burst of anxiety into my workout.

-

Dawn came all too soon. Wearily and with bones that felt like they were made of ancient wood, we rose, stretched, and sauntered downstairs. Eran was rubbing the sleep out of his eyes when a dagger flew by his head and embedded itself in the wall behind him.

“Unarmed combat. You all versus me,” Asher said. He was bare-chested, muscled and scarred, but free of fresh bruises and cuts. He must have been the one to fight Rohan yesterday and give him his marks. Since Asher was apparently unscathed, I had a bad feeling about our fight.

Eran had no reservations. He charged ahead by himself, his fist raised.

Asher swept his leg out from under him and sent him to the ground. He loomed above my companion with his fist cocked and ready to rain down like a comet.

I came barreling in to take the blow. As the self-appointed leader, it meant I had to take responsibility for failures before I could receive praise for successes. I hated that Eran put me in this position, but it would be better for me to take an unsteady punch than for Asher to knock out Eran in the first moment of the fight. I leapt into a drop kick that was aimed at Asher’s hips. He swiveled to intercept, but due to my cautious placement near his lower body he was only able to meet the kick instead of grabbing my legs and throwing me like a rag doll. We bounced off each other while Eran surged upward. Asher backpedaled away from the four of us.

“Are you bitches going to do something or just stand there?” Eran asked as he struggled for breath.

“Calm down,” I demanded. My voice was harder than steel. I stood tall, analyzing and controlling my breaths. Asher was my mirror, standing, calculating, and breathing in the exact same way. Nu’uk fanned out reflexively, but Yuna stood still, unsure of what to do. Eran was rearing for the fight.

“He’s faster and stronger than any one of us,” I started, strategizing. “I’ll lead. I’ll probably get taken out quick, but follow me. Yuna, take his right. Try to grab his leg or his arm. Nu’uk, same for his left.” I paused to make sure that Eran was taking in everything I said.

“Eran, you wait. When the moment is right, you finish him.”

With that, I charged in. Asher smiled as I did, his shoulders relaxed and his muscles tight. He ducked under my right hook. Before I could process it, he had countered with his own hook, hitting me in the ribs, lifting me, and taking my breath away. Since he was below me, I took both of my fists and slammed downward, hitting him in the back. It was a blow that would have worked against my fellow Eilen compatriots, but Asher seemed entirely unaffected.

With our bodies positioned the way they were, I knew the tackle was coming. I was lifted up in the air and was falling quickly, but there was nothing I could do about it. He slammed me on the ground and my spine lit up in pain. I was barely able to cover my face with my arms before the first punch landed. The second one came with more force and deadened the bones in my forearm.

But then the punches stopped. Yuna was above me, flailing like a child attached to their father, but locked onto Asher’s arm. Nu’uk then hopped on our foe. I heard the rush of feet and saw Eran launch himself into a punch. He crouched down and exploded with movement, leaping through the air, fist extended.

Asher forced all his weight to the right and Eran flew by before crashing into a heap.

Yuna was next. Asher shifted his bulk back to the left and rammed her with his shoulder. She released and rolled away. Then the Vanguard captain rose and Nu’uk let go out of either fear or self-preservation.

I rolled and landed in a crouch, but Asher had his back to us. He was leaving.

“Good enough,” he grunted out. He placed something on the table by the door, the metal clinking against the wood.

He left us four small silver shields.

-

I went right back to bed. My team tried to congratulate me and praise me, which I accepted with gentle smiles, but I was still the one who took the most battering. Both of my wrists bore massive marks of purplish green—the pain promised to turn into bruises. I changed into sleeping clothes, lay down, and covered myself with the blanket.

“You just think you’re some kind of prodigy, don’t you?” a female voice asked.

I let out a groan louder than the bells in the cathedral. The aching in my body was quickly being matched by my irritation. My anger overtook my pain when the blanket was plucked off me and flung.

“Just remember, Yuna was my pet first,” Mord tutted.

I smiled amiably, like an embarrassed student to a harsh teacher. And then I lashed out with a kick to her stomach.

The blow caught both of us by surprise. She went flying through the air and landed hard. I don’t know if it was the way that she taunted me, stole from me, or the way she had talked about my team, but I had snapped.

More importantly, I wasn’t ready to apologize.

Mord clambered to her feet like a rabid animal and dashed towards me. I stole Asher’s move against Eran and swept her leg out from under her. I then climbed atop her, fist raised.

“What the fuck is this?” Asher asked from the doorway.

Mord began crying hard. Tears and snot flowed freely from her and her breath became ragged.

“He … he attacked me. He said that Yuna belonged to him now, and I said that she doesn’t belong to anyone, and then he—” She was cut off by her own sharp inhale. More tears came.

“Redlin?” Asher demanded.

“No!” I yelled. While struggling for an explanation, I saw the smile in her eyes, the way she enjoyed the situation. While I had unjustifiably attacked her, her amusement sickened me. I used it.

“She said she was going to knife me in my sleep,” I blurted out.

The enjoyment hidden behind her tears turned into panic.

“Mord?” Asher demanded.

“That’s not true!” she exclaimed. It was becoming too much for her to manage. The performance she was putting on mixed with the indignation she felt at having the situation reversed. “She walked in, asked ‘you think you’re some sort of prodigy’, took the blanket off of me, and then leaned in close and whispered that she’d knife me one night. I just wanted to put her in her place, but if she’s going to keep being a problem then I don’t know how to deal with this.” I got off her and dusted myself off. Mixing the truth with the lies resulted in throwing Mord even further off balance.

“No, that’s not what happened!” was all she could say.

Cyn’se walked up behind Asher. They whispered amongst each other for a minute and she left. Asher’s visage told us to wait and not say anything else. Mord started to cry again. The tears were real this time.

“I questioned the girl, Yuna,” Cyn’se said when she returned after a few minutes. “She said that Redlin has been nothing but kind to her.”

“What’d she say about Mord?” Asher asked.

“Not a lot, but all good things,” Cyn’se responded.

Mord breathed a big sigh of relief before wiping at her eyes. I held my breath. At best, it’d be a case of he-said, she-said. I wasn’t sure how things like that worked in the Vanguards. Considering we were both recruits, the most reasonable assumption was that we’d both get kicked out. Maybe if I was lucky it’d be a Trial of Arms and they’d simply take the winner. I knew I could take her if it came to it. If I was unlucky, maybe they’d look at her background and see if there were political advantages to keeping one of us, and if that happened, it certainly wouldn’t be me. I was watching my future dwindle away.

“But she lied,” Cyn’se said. “She covered for Mord out of fear. The girl is a petulant bully and I believe Redlin.”

“Very well,” Asher said. “Mord, you’ve been rejected from our ranks. Return to Atreid and report your failure or be hunted down and prosecuted. Get out of here by noon.”

-

Mord was kicked out without ceremony, fuss, or further tears. I saw the expression on her face. She had moved past rage and sorrow—she had begun to plot my downfall. I considered her an empty threat, one not worth considering. After all, I was still there, she wasn’t. I had bested her physically in private and verbally in public. I welcomed the concept of her coming back for more.

Yuna was quiet for the remainder of the day. She blamed herself for seeing Mord disappear, even though the bully had mistreated her. Yuna was … interesting. How can I describe her? She had a soul that was kinder to others than it was to herself. She forgave without thought, without condemnation. Generosity and good will came to her easier than breathing.

I was too much of a coward to tell her that I’d attacked her compatriot and then lied. I suffocated my thoughts to prevent shame. I clapped myself on the back for getting rid of a threat in such a conniving way and then convinced myself that the lies I spun were true.

Most of the other initiates, even the ones I’d never talked to, told me I’d done the right thing. They said that they were sorry it had to happen to me, but glad to get dishonesty out of the order. I smiled and went along with it. Rohan in particular was complimentary.

I couldn’t help but notice that Juck never congratulated me. In fact, he looked angrier than ever.


Chapter 27 - 
Shattering, Part I
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Our assigned group met the following day. Eran had told us that at noon we were to meet Shur, the old man, in the basement. I didn’t even know there was a basement in the building.

It took Nu’uk and I some doing to find it, but when we got there, Yuna, Eran, and Shur were waiting patiently for us. The room was cool, damp, and dark. Candles flickered and the scent of spilled wine decorated it. Shur was sitting against the back wall, looking like a solemn statue for a deceased king.

“What do you four know?” Shur asked, his voice light and bouncy despite his background. I felt Yuna and Nu’uk stiffen at the oddity of the question.

“Not as much as we’d like,” I said.

“Safe answer, both clever and humble. Not what I’m looking for. What do you want to know?” Shur’s eyes drifted to Eran first.

“I want to know how to hunt Reapers,” Eran admitted. I knew that he had answered without thinking, a trait that Shur was able to bring out of people. His gaze shifted to Yuna.

“I want to learn more so I can help people.”

“I want to know more so I can increase my standing with Samira,” Nu’uk said next.

When the old man examined me, I found myself not knowing how to answer, both to him and to myself. I was beginning to see the path to legendry was not an easy one. But I’ll be damned if that didn’t stop me from trying.

“I want to learn arcane secrets to make myself stronger,” I admitted.

All of the answers were met without reaction.

“I am here to teach you how to Shatter,” Shur said after a long pause. “You’ve heard stories about legends who used fire, ice, wind, and earth to smite their enemies. You’ve heard the horror stories about heretics using shadow, illusion, and evil magics to kill innocents. I’m going to teach you how.

“One of the prerequisites of becoming a Vanguard is a strong amount of Aether, or internal energy. Your headmaster had you leave a drop of blood on vellum and it changed color; I want you to do it again.”

He gave us each a small square of lambskin and a needle. Eran went first, as he usually did, and his blood changed into a glowing bright brown, the color of fresh mud. Yuna’s became red, cool and dark enough to almost be purple. Nu’uk’s was green and dark. Mine, like with Allesandra’s experiment, first became green, then black, and settled on a dark, speckled grey. Despite the inkiness of the color and the gloom around us, it glowed just as brightly as everyone else’s.

Shur raised an eyebrow at the color of mine, but elected not to tell me what it meant. I can’t blame him for not telling me, but I do wonder how things would have been different if he had.

“Very good, your headmasters chose well.” Shur collected our sheets of vellum into his palm, mustered a look of concentration, and then held out his hand for a clear display.

Flame burst from his palm and ignited the sheets.

We all backed away reflexively. Shur seemed unconcerned, but what he had done was something I thought was impossible. I’d heard stories about conjuring flames, of course, but seeing it demonstrated was something else.

“That’s the power of Aether,” Shur said calmly. “I used a very small amount, but I did use some. The best way to describe it …” He paused and looked at the four of us. “Eran, clap your hands for me.”

Eran clapped his hands one time, the sound echoing between the walls of the small room.

“What did that cost you?” Shur asked.

“Nothing?”

“Oh, really? So, if it cost nothing, you could do it all day?

“Well, no. I guess not.”

“Why’s that?”

“My arms would get tired.”

“Exactly!” Shur stood up and waved his arms with a burst of excitement. “That clap may have had a very small cost, almost inconsequentially so, but there was a cost. Shattering works much the same! There are two key differences.

“Number one, instead of using physical energy, you’re using your Aether. Internal energy. Two, there is no way to gain Aether back.”

Shur went back to his chair and pulled out a glass jar. He placed it on the sole table in the room.

“This is your Aether. It’s whole, complete, and intact, yes?” He waited for us to nod, then he pulled out two more jars, one larger and one smaller than the original glass.

“Some have more, some have less. It’s just the way of the world. Some people have mountains and mountains of Aether, some only drops. But they’re all usable in the same way. I want you all to think of this glass …” He separated the larger and smaller glasses, leaving just the original one on the table. “… as your Aether.”

Shur pulled out a small hammer from the folds of his robe and shattered the glass. It broke into a thousand pieces and scattered across the table in shards.

“Oh, no! Your Aether is in pieces.” He made a sarcastically grand gesture of distress. “But still, you haven’t lost any of yourself, technically. You still have the same amount of Aether. We can also acknowledge that this glass”—he gestured to the broken shards—“is different from these two.” He pulled the smaller and bigger ones back on the table.

“Some people even say that the broken one is useless, dirty. Those people are ignorant and not worth a second thought. For example, let’s say that Nu’uk was falling asleep right now. I want to wake him up, so I throw a shard at him.” Our professor lifted up a small piece of glass and tossed it at the boy. It bounced off him harmlessly.

“The right tool for the right job. The right amount of Aether for the right request,” Shur said with immense satisfaction. He then picked up the large glass. “If I hadn’t shattered the glass and wanted to use this ‘pure’, unbroken jar, not only would I have no glass left, I’d have spent an inordinate amount on a simple task.”

“What happens when you’re out of Aether?” I asked.

“It’s very rare that that happens. Once you’re attuned to it, you can feel how much you have left, and your body fights to protect it. Running out is equivalent to brain death. You become a Husk. A living, breathing corpse that performs only basic human functions to stay alive.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Eran shiver.

“Is there any way to get more Aether?” I asked. “You said that we only have the amount we’re born with and it doesn’t come back after being used, but is there no way to increase our bounds?”

“Yes,” Eran said. He had turned around to face me and his face had darkened to a level that I had never thought him capable of. The brash, reckless boy was looking at me with the seriousness that can only come from grief.

“How?”

“Reaping.”

I had only heard the term in passing in Eilen and once or twice by Eran. Everyone had said it with the disdain resolved for discussing murder and rape, but the hate that people held in their hearts for the practice went a step beyond it.

“We’ll talk about Reapers at a future date,” Shur cut in. “Safe to say, Reapers are evil. To a certain extent, everyone understands that Aether is holy. The level of reverence that people hold for it varies by the person, but anyone who has ever dabbled with Shattering or simply believes in the church’s teachings knows that Reaping is the worst possible thing you could do to someone.”

Eran shifted in his seat subtly. It was hard to notice, but his jaw was clenched and his legs tensed, as if he was having to spend an exorbitant amount of energy to sit still.

“On to your assignment, however,” Shur said, shifting back into his eager persona. “I want you to spend the day and meditate on your Aether. We will convene tonight at sundown and you will tell me what your Aether reminds you of.”

-

Yuna left to go find a private hostel room. Nu’uk said that he was going to find a windy place and sit. Eran said he wanted to go turn his brain off and hit things really hard. I wanted to check up on Rohan.

He was bruised and had an eye that was at the peak of its swelling, but he was in good spirits.

“Look at this,” he said, excitedly showing me the silver ring and shield that made up a Vanguard pin. He was missing the sword while I was missing the ring.

“Nice.” I presented my own. “Any advice on how to ‘find my Aether’?”

“It’s not …” He closed his fist and wore a look of regretful contemplation. “It’s not something that you can force, but something you have to try to do. Does that make sense?”

“Not really.”

“It’s like forcing yourself to have a certain dream. It can’t be your conscious mind driving you, it has to be the thing behind your thoughts.” He started to scratch his chin while struggling to explain. “But you have to be driving that tranced state. You have to lead that which hides, but you also have to let it take point.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“I know.”

A fellow recruit came and grabbed Rohan for his trial with Cyn’se and left me with my thoughts. I found a quiet, unadorned room, sat down cross-legged, and put my palms to the ground. I breathed deeply and tried to empty my thoughts.

I sat like that for a long time, trying to be still and empty. The main thing I learned from the exercise is that meditation is bullshit.

Thoughts kept drifting in and out. My parents and siblings, what were they up to? Was Mika lonely, staring at the sky, waiting for me? What about Gare, Malcolm, and Lyra? Were they alive, and did they hate me? What was going to happen to Mord? Would Rohan, Juck, and I make it to the illustrious ranks? What about my new companions, Yuna, Eran, and Nu’uk? What were Allesandra’s plans?

That’s what it was like in my brain. Instead of peaceful, empty breathing, I had a mind nagged by burdens of concern. I imagined different realities for all of them, as well as what the future entailed. Every one of them I imagined happy, and every one of them I imagined slain.

With a resigned sigh, I rose. I had wasted several hours sitting and worrying instead of locating my Aether. I was mad at Shur for giving such an impossible task. If I had had this energy for my entire life, why wasn’t I able to feel it?

I drifted into the training area. Eran was hard at work beating up a dummy.

“Any luck?” I asked him.

“Fuck no,” he grunted out between punches. “You?”

“Same,” I admitted.

I found an empty area and started doing an exercise that Jory had taught me: the blade dance. It involved a series of maneuvers that looked almost like a ballroom waltz. It was elegant, but deadly. More importantly, my mind was starting to recede in its thoughts as I focused on just the dance.

“I have an idea,” I said to Eran halfway through.

“Kill Shur and leave this life behind?”

“Maybe if this doesn’t work,” I chuckled. “When do you think the least?”

“What?”

“When is your mind emptiest?” I asked again.

“You calling me dumb?”

“No, but I will if you misinterpret me again. I have a fleeting suspicion that you’re like me, so I ask again: when is your mind emptiest?”

“I guess during a fight,” Eran admitted.

“Right.” I smiled. “So fight me.”

We entered the training ring with nothing but fists and acceptance. While my back had mostly healed from my interaction with Asher, my forearms were still bruised and throbbing. I focused on the pain, then the fight, and let the outside world drift away.

Eran dashed in and threw a hook. I stepped away from it and let it sail past my head. The whoosh that accompanied it made me feel alive. I made solid contact on his chest with a weak punch. He backed up a half step and threw a kick that landed against my thigh.

We backed away and circled each other. I was still thinking about the Aether request, and he was too. We exchanged a few more punches that didn’t have any effort behind them, both aware of what the other was thinking. It was hard to get into the swing of things, if you’ll forgive the pun, when you and your opponent don’t want to hurt each other.

“This isn’t working,” he said.

“No,” I admitted. “We may have to raise the stakes.”

“How so?”

“Let’s try it with steel.”

“I don’t want to hurt you,” Eran said. It was cocky, but not malicious.

“I don’t want to hurt you either. But I’d rather die by your hand than wash out and have to go to soldiery,” I said. “And I’d rather kill you than die.”

“How will we know when to stop?”

I shrugged. Eran pulled out two curved blades that escaped their scabbards with a weak cry. I pulled my liuyedao out without flourish.

And then we attacked.

He was ferocity, a tiger. He attacked in synchronized waves and beat down like the sun.

I was swiftness, a falcon. Every combo he launched, I sidestepped and made him work. I darted like the wind.

We developed into a routine. While I was dodging around and making him chase, he was making my arms work twice as quickly as I was used to. It was a game of stamina and I wasn’t sure who was going to win.

It didn’t matter when I tripped. He was on me in a flash, swinging away and knocking my lackluster defenses away. Backpedaling and working as hard as I could, I knew the end was coming. His eyes told me that there’d be no mercy; I saw and understood he was in battle trance just like I was.

I felt it then. Inside of me was a maelstrom. It was the size of a wolf’s head, barely contained within me. I called out to it. It was mine and it belonged only to me.

I raised an empty palm at Eran. Time slowed down and I grasped it. Power was around me, was in me. All I had to do was spend some of it, show the world that I was one with the energy inside me.

A gust of wind came from my hand.

The stream hit Eran and knocked him back to the opposite side of the ring. He collided with the ropes and let go of his blades. He smiled brilliantly at me.

“How did you do that?” he asked breathlessly.

“I … I don’t know. It was just there, so I used it,” I said, my words not my own. I was still focused on my Aether. It had been the size of a wolf’s head, but I had just used a fragment. It was smaller now, almost imperceptibly, but smaller all the same. I hated that. I wanted it back. The gods are greedy, but apparently, so was I.

“I felt mine too,” Eran said, his words bringing me away from my channeled meditations. “It was like a mountain peak! Can you teach me to do what you did?”

“No,” I sighed. “I’m not sure I could even do that again.”

“Try it!” Eran said, puffing out his chest and presenting it as a target.

“No … I don’t want to,” I said. I was still thinking about the loss of Aether I had taken. Would it change me, the more I lost?

“Don’t want to or can’t?” he asked slyly.

“I’m not sure,” I chuckled weakly, eager to escape the conversation.

“I’ll take it as both. But who cares, we won!”

I couldn’t help but feel like I lost.

-

“So, what is your Aether like?” Shur directed a pointed look at Yuna.

“It’s a flame, as big as a torch,” Yuna said.

“Mine is like a crystal—smooth, reflective, and made up of faces,” Nu’uk said when Shur looked at him.

“Mine’s like a cone of rock!” Eran burst ahead without waiting. “It’s like the tip of a mountain! With a point and everything!”

“My Aether is like a storm,” I said.

“How big?”

I held my hands apart from each other, enough to illustrate the size of a wolf’s head. Shur wrote something down, the first and last time I ever saw him do that. He then produced four silver rings and handed them to each of us.

The three components latched together creating a silver, shining pin. The mark of the Vanguards.


Interlude VI
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“And all it took was four betrayals,” Maya interrupted.

The sun came down in pockets between clouds on their path. The enclave of soldiers and horses prayed for clear skies, but the dark sky in front of them made undeniable threats anyway. Maya and the Prisoner smoked their pipe with an indifference that can only come from age.

“Gare and Malcolm make two,” Redlin said, unperturbed by the accusation.

“Mord makes three.”

“How can you betray an enemy?”

“Fine, let’s call it the Vanguards as a whole,” Maya said.

“Why, because I lied to get her out of the way? Where there is cancer, cut it out. It didn’t matter what the means were, I did the Vanguards a favor that day.”

“That should have been for your elders to decide.”

“Bold words for an Inquisitor, the spies and Blackened hands of the empire. Do you report every issue to your superiors? Every rumor? Every small-time thug who won’t even get a grave marker, let alone a spot in the annals of history? If you’re afraid of lies, betrayal, and taking initiative without orders, you’re in the wrong job.”

“I do the Archon’s work.” Maya pulled the pipe back and let out an angry puff of smoke.

“And I did the Vanguards’. But indignation rarely bothers me these days.” Redlin shrugged. “Out of curiosity, who’s the fourth?”

“Balin.”

A mirthless chuckle escaped the Prisoner’s lips. Ragged wisps of black hair covered his face as he lowered his head to prevent more laughs, and he pushed it back after he was done. He offered no words, no explanation.

“Well?” Maya asked expectantly.

“Yeah, I’m doing alright. How are you?” Redlin asked.

Maya’s jaw tightened and she ground her feet against the wood of the cabin beneath her. Her breath caught out of frustration and she held it as long as she could. Then she released it in a long, intentionally slow stream.

“I can see how you developed your reputation for being disdained by ladies,” Maya said after letting go of that clenched inhale.

“There you go, tease instead of demand,” Redlin smiled. “Threats won’t work on me, but I do crave an honest laugh these days.”

“Honest? Didn’t you just call me the Blackened hand of the empire? That I rely on lies and subterfuge?”

“Doesn’t mean that you can’t cause some genuine laughter.” Redlin took the pipe back.

“So you don’t plan to tell me how you kept your oath with Balin?” Maya asked.

“We’ll get there,” Redlin said.


Chapter 28 – Initiation
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The following night, they blacked out the lobby and made us stand shoulder to shoulder. Candles flickered behind us. The ghosts in the paintings looked on, half illuminated, half shadowed.

Not many of us remained: my three companions, Rohan and two of his squad, Juck and one girl from his squad, and me. Everyone else had failed to make the cut. Nine out of sixteen remained, just over half.

It wouldn’t be until much later that I learned that one was cut because their Aether came out in the form of shadowed tendrils. I remember him—he was a bright boy, without the touch of malice in his heart. His natural inclination, which was not representative of him as a person, had seen him excommunicated. Allegedly, he was sent back, but I still believe he was killed.

No one cared about that though. Not then. The air was thick with celebration.

“Redlin of the Wolves,” Asher said gravely, breaking the silence. “Come forward.”

I did, and I presented each of the components I had won: the shield from Asher, the sword from Cyn’se, and the circle from Shur. Asher took all three and applied pressure in spots to make them all click together. He then pinned it to my tunic.

“Vanguard. Welcome,” Asher, Cyn’se, and Shur said in unison.

I bowed to them and took my spot back.

It went on like that for a while, each of us getting called one at a time. After the nine of us had presented our components and received our pins, the candles behind us were snuffed. A moment later, the curtains were unveiled and light entered the building. A group of twenty men and women stood behind Asher, Cyn’se, and Shur.

They were all Vanguards. Real Vanguards. We were “real” Vanguards in the way that a new, day-one conscript was a “real” soldier.

Their crisp, attentive eyes, weapons, and easy-but-ready stances had told me who they were before I saw the pins. Seeing them was somehow inspiring and disappointing both. They weren’t legends out of storybooks. They didn’t have glimmering auras or bloodstains. They didn’t breathe fire. They looked physically in shape, but with the way they were dressed, you wouldn’t think twice about them, with the exception of a man in the back who was the size of three men put together. But I knew what they were. They were killers, hardened by years of violence. So, no, they weren’t legends—they were Vanguards.

“Brothers and sisters,” Asher said with a wide smile. “Eat, drink, and be merry. Tomorrow you protect Usmal, the Archon, and Reign. Enjoy your last day of freedom.”

Servers came in from various rooms, all with trays of drinks and finger foods. They moved around while we broke into small groups of hugs and congratulations.

I shook hands with Nu’uk. His face was flushed after the first drink and we shared a genuine laugh. I offered the same to Eran but he pulled me into a bear hug, shedding his surface level of stoicism and embracing the passion that lay beneath. Yuna and I hugged, and even though we both had our own lingering thoughts of those that hadn’t made it that far, the environment was intoxicatingly happy. Our doubts and our guilt were unwelcome guests.

It was loud in the lobby with the excited voices of the newly formed Vanguards and the quieter, nostalgic voices of veterans. Even with their cynicism and experience, they weren’t able to stop us from being happy. In fact, we stirred something in them, and they chuckled at us while praying for our future safety, same as their elders had done when they were the initiated.

“We did it.” Rohan hugged me and almost spilled his drink.

“A toast to those we left behind,” I said somberly.

“To Malcolm.”

“To Gare.”

“To Lyra.”

“To Mika.”

“Who?” Rohan asked with an eyebrow raised.

“Doesn’t matter,” I said, trying to resist blushing at the mention and the memory of us on top of the ramparts.

“Well, here’s to them.” Rohan raised his glass.

“And here’s to us.” I clinked the glass.

He went to congratulate and hug the initiates he had gone through the trials with. I shook hands with people around me. I met a few of the older Vanguards who wished me well, drinking all the while.

“So, you’re new!” the massive veteran said when I got to him. He shook my hand and nearly broke it, but he smiled massively and without malice.

“I am!” I said back dumbly and with excitement.

“I’m Westenra! You think you’re going to be a Hunter or a Guardian?”

“Redlin. And I think I’m going to do both.”

“Ah! An Expert. Asher will like that, though your brothers and sisters may not.”

“What’s wrong with being good at both?”

“People and their perspectives.” He stopped to scratch his chin. “When you have more ambition than them, you’re a power-hungry snake; when you have less, you’re a parasitic waste. But now is not the night for worries. Drink!”

We both chugged our glasses. He beat me easily. I rubbed the sour beer off my lips and laughed when he did.

“Do I look like an Expert already?” I asked.

“No, you look …” He paused as he searched for the words. “Like a killer.”

Unsure of what to do with that statement, I laughed again. He slapped me on my back and wished me well, and I went to go find someone else to talk to and another drink. I found the drink first and Juck second.

“Congratulations to us.” I slurred the last two words together.

He looked at me with a cold hatred that almost sobered me up. He wore his scar openly now, not with pride or acceptance but the resignation of a man who had lost everything. Only his bitterness remained.

“Just watch where you stare. I gave you that scar and took your voice away; antagonize me and I’ll take your life next.” My anger mixed with the liquor and the words came tumbling out.

Juck lifted the glass out of my hand, toasted it to the sky, and let it fall. It shattered against the ground and beer splashed both of our legs.

Everyone there turned to face us, a few with reluctant smiles. That dropped quickly. My fists balled and I felt the weight of the liuyedao on my hip. I replayed Asher’s words in my mind about how the issue with the scarred boy wasn’t settled and it would need to be. I saw the wisdom in those words and considered killing him right then and there.

Then I thought of Gare. Life may have been so different for the boy if I had stuck up for him. I wasn’t powerless in the situation, but I acted like it, and now he was wasting—wandering—in some other part of the world instead of studying to be a teacher. Next, I thought of Lyra. She may have gone out of her way to antagonize me, but attacking her had brought me nothing. She was angry at her fate and I had condemned her instead of acting with compassion. Just like with Mord. I was proving to myself that I was not only reactive, but a bully. I was to Juck what Malcolm was to Gare. I swallowed my pride. It was bitter and it burned, but I walked away.

I found my way into the kitchen as conversations reignited around me. I was suddenly sick of the positivity and found it cloying. The chefs yelled at each other but said nothing as I sulked against the front wall.

I wished that I had at least snagged a drink before leaving. Empty hands led to a wandering mind. Mine wandered into a mirror; it’s sobering to face yourself and not like what you see.

Asher came in and sat down next to me. He landed without grace and he even spilled a little bit of his own drink on himself.

“Lovers’ quarrel?” he asked.

“I’ll have to steal that.”

“Can’t steal what’s freely given.”

“Fair enough,” I said.

He drank deeply and offered it to me. I took a long pull from it, unaware that it was Firewater instead of beer. I stifled desperate coughs and handed it back to him. He had a silent chuckle.

“You were right,” I admitted. “On the road here, you told me I was letting the problem sit and bubble. You were right.”

“So what are you going to do about it?” he asked.

“What should I do? I can’t have an innocent person killed or kicked out just because he doesn’t like me.”

“Why not? It’s what you did with Mord,” Asher said.

The accusation chilled me to my core. My stomach became a collection of knotted snakes all trying to break free from each other. My blood ran cold and my mouth gaped.

“What? You thought I didn’t know?” Asher asked with a glimmer of amusement. “Mord wasn’t doing well in her trials; you were. She wasn’t inspiring good relationships amongst her fellow trainees; you were.”

Asher paused, took another pull from his canteen, and offered me the rest.

“Truth be told, she got here on the strength of her last name, not her character. Your lie was well established and I’d rather have you here than her, so I picked you. Juck is much the same. He’s bitter and scraping by. He’s either going to put it behind him and become a solid Vanguard or he’s going to flame out. While I’m willing to let fate spin along and work itself out on the matter, if you take the initiative and handle the situation, I won’t hold it against you.”

“Is this a test?” I asked dumbly.

“Life is just a long series of small tests, Redlin. Being a Vanguard is much the same. Think on Juck, but I want you to choose. Choose mercy and accept that forgiveness does not come on your timeline, or choose to handle it.”

He left me his canteen and a pondering soul.


Chapter 29 - Hollow Victories
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We were Vanguards in name, but not in stature. The few jobs we got were basic, hardly above the level of diligence required of a common guardsman, and it came with required training. We met with Shur as a group daily, and individually on a weekly basis. For both missions and teachings, my group stayed as me, Yuna, Nu’uk, and Eran while Rohan had Juck, one boy from Odis’ camp, and two girls from Samira’s.

Hunters and Guardians weren’t official terms, but unofficially, they’d been around for a long, long time. Hunters were Vanguards who looked for heretics and criminals, and they reported to Cyn’se. Guardians were people who protected nobles and religious elites as they pilgrimaged or traveled around Usmal. They, and technically the Vanguards as a whole, reported to Asher.

I wanted to be a Guardian. They were the ones who rubbed shoulders with the nobility; they were the ones the bards sang about. They were heroes, the ace of the Vanguards, legends who protected the weak against the ravages of a cruel world.

I was a Hunter.

I hadn’t been assigned to either Cyn’se or Asher, but I knew it in the fabric of my being. My desires were irrelevant. It was in my blood and in my past. Ever since my first days, I’d been trained to hunt, and while I had not been looking for heretics, hunting was something I had experience in. Besides, based on my recent interactions, I didn’t think I would have the patience to deal with the bridling and admonishments that come from being around lords and ladies.

Eran, Yuna, and Nu’uk flocked to me, partly because of our past successes, and I signed our group up for hunting-based quests. They had accepted my unofficial position as leader, and while I think Yuna would have preferred to have been a Guardian, she never questioned it. Eran and Nu’uk went about it with the blind, excited obedience that can only be found in hounds. The poor boys.

-

Funnily enough, our first job involved hunting hounds, or more accurately, a kennelmaster.

“The houndmaster’s ward, Ghib, has a bounty on his head. He’s wanted for robbery and misappropriation of imperial assets. Normally, we wouldn’t bother for petty crime such as this, but since you’re so new to the legion, I figured you lot could handle this,” Cyn’se said. Her bored anger was as present as ever.

“I’m guessing they tried to arrest him and he wasn’t there?” I asked.

“Correct.”

“When was the warrant signed and when did they try to arrest him?”

“Both of these were yesterday. Due to how close the kennel is to the imperial keep, it was a rudimentary task.”

“Any known associates?”

“Just the kennelmaster,” she said with an exasperated breath while pinching her nose.

“Something the matter?”

“No. These are good questions, the type you should ask before a job. But this is small, irrelevant shit I don’t really have time for,” Cyn’se complained.

“Well, don’t worry, boss, we got it from here,” I said with a smile.

We did not have it from there.

We exited the Vanguard building and into the busy, warm streets. We had on unstained cloaks and shiny pins. We were the picture of unscarred, and therefore unproven, blades.

“First things first,” I said, solidifying myself as the leader. “Let’s go to the kennel and see what we can dig up.”

“I get it. Dig up,” Nu’uk whispered to Yuna, who giggled. Nu’uk was always quiet, except when talking with Yuna. With her, he could tell jokes and shed his stoicism. Eran and I shared a side-eyed glance, one of miffed amusement.

“Right. Nu’uk, with that joke, you can take rear position,” I said.

“Yes, sir.”

“Looks like you got the tail end of that one,” Yuna said.

I could see how Cyn’se became a rageful, detached woman.

We settled into formation and made our way through the streets. It was a short walk, only a few streets down from our facility, but I figured it was a good time to get to know Eran more.

“You from here?” I asked.

“No. Down south,” he said.

“How is it down there?”

“Muggy and miserable.”

“And the people?”

“Just the same.”

“Makes sense,” I said. “I grew up in the north. Cold and bitter, for both the land and its people.”

“I always heard that northerners couldn’t read and were covered head to toe in hair.”

“They tell stories of my grandparents down south?”

“Yep, all two of them.”

“Har har,” I sarcastically conceded. “You got any family?”

The question impacted him in a weird way. He was usually bold and ready to talk about anything, but he folded in on himself at the mere question.

“Had,” he said after a long pause. “Let’s just focus on the job.”

-

A quick walk, one where we were surprised people weren’t bowing to their brand-new saviors, brought us to the kennel. We knocked on the door where we were greeted with a howl, the clattering of a thrown object, and a deep voice saying, “Shut up, dog.”

The kennelmaster opened the door. His eyes were sunken while his whiskers, and the smell of whiskey, radiated off him.

“Help you with something?” he slurred, his body tilted with his shoulder resting on the door frame. Words and standing seemed equally difficult to him.

“We’re looking for Ghib,” I said.

A light brown dog came up behind its master. His black nose, punctuated with a single dot of pink, sniffed the outside air as he tried to make his way past the hound keeper. He got a good whiff of sage and a better whiff of whiskey before violently sneezing.

“Get back, dog.” The master punctuated his statement with a backwards kick. The dog yelped sharply and darted back inside.

“You do that again and I’ll kill you,” I said.

“Some Vanguard. Gonna knife a man over a dog? Just like Ghib.”

“You got two parts right. I am a Vanguard. I will knife you over a dog.” I put my hand on the hilt of my sword to emphasize the message. “However, I’m not like Ghib. I don’t run away from my problems; I face them head-on.”

“You lot are all the same.” His voice sharpened with an edge of rising coherence. “Think you can fix the world with a swing of the sword and menacing words?”

“Better than drinking and kicking dogs. Now, where’s Ghib?”

“I ain’t seen him. I told the imperials that he’s likely bolted. Took my best bitch too. She was creating a lineage of mastiffs.”

“Any idea where he may have gone?”

“No,” he said.

“Really? If so, I’ll have to commandeer this building while I rifle through it and see if there’s any hints left behind. If I do that, you’ll have to find somewhere else to sleep tonight. Might have to go through your personal items as well. Still not sure?” I asked.

“There’s a girl he sees sometimes. Brina. Brown hair, lives over near Booktown.” He tried to close the door. My boot stopped him.

“The Archon thanks you for your service,” I said. I leaned in and whispered, “If I hear that these dogs are being abused, you may have bigger problems than a missing dog and an escaped apprentice.”

-

“Can we really do that?” Yuna asked as we left.

“Do what?” I asked.

“Confiscate a building, a government-owned building, at that.”

“I have no idea. Sounded believable though, didn’t it?”

“I knew you were bluffing,” Eran said with a slight smile. “What’s with the attachment to dogs anyway?”

“I had one, back when I was a kid. Besides, I hate to see people bring misery to something that just needs love.”

“You chose the wrong city, and the wrong profession,” Nu’uk said, breaking his typical quiet.

“Maybe. But maybe I’ll be able to protect those who need it. That’s part of the job, isn’t it?”

“In the storybooks,” Nu’uk said.

“I think it’s admirable,” Yuna added.

“If it were true,” Eran guffawed. “Redlin and I aren’t built for protection, at least in the sense of acting as bodyguards. We’re far better suited to hunting criminals.”

“You don’t think we can do both?” I asked.

“I think the best way for us to help people is to stalk those who would do them harm. We’re for the shadows, my friend. Leave the light for those who shine.”

“Doing the dirty work and not getting the credit doesn’t really sound like your style, Eran.”

“I’m here for personal satisfaction. One day, I’m going to kill a certain someone, and that’s all I need.”

“Who?” Yuna asked.

Eran’s silence was his answer.

“Come on,” I said. “We have a target to hunt.”

Clouds were starting to form on our beautiful, sunny day. There were spat mutterings about upcoming rain and achy joints, and bird cries from low-hanging creatures eager to pick up discarded scraps. I let us go into a casual formation and the only bright spot of the day was pretending to not be able to hear Yuna and Nu’uk’s flirtatious laughs.

Church bells sounded as we traversed. Even on busy streets filled with the noise of shopkeepers hawking their wares and prospective buyers haggling, the ringing from the cathedral was domineering. Like everyone else, I put on a brave face and pretended I barely heard them, despite the fact that I nearly jumped out of my skin when they first rang out.

When we got closer to the right area, we had three conversations that went like this:

“Do you know a girl named Brina?”

“Fuck off.”

After the third iteration of this exchange, I pointed to the pin on my robe. The man we were questioning pointed to a shabby house sandwiched between two newer renovations. He spat in my wake as we left.

-

We climbed up the shambling steps of rotted wood and knocked heavily on the door. The whine of a scared pup all but confirmed what we needed to know.

A woman, thin and with brown hair in desperate need of a wash, opened the door. Her eyes expanded in shock when she saw us. She said something in protest, but I was already pushing her aside.

In the entryway, Ghib and the missing pup stood together. The bitch was leashed to its runaway master, and both were covered in bandages, particularly on the forearms.

“Ghib, I take it?” I asked.

“Aye,” he said, standing with an aura of respectable defiance.

“You’re wanted. Are you coming with us by your choice or by ours?”

“I never had a choice. Not really,” he said. He was leaning away from us, ready to bolt.

“By ours, then. Eran, take him. Nu’uk, watch the dog. Yuna, watch the girl.”

We were about to start when a sudden rush of force wrapped itself around my leg. Brina, Ghib’s woman, was squeezing me like an old rope. She wasn’t even trying to take me down, just to hold on and slow down and deny the inevitable.

“Please don’t take him. He’s all I have,” she quietly sobbed.

“He’s coming with us,” I said gruffly and tried to shake her off.

“Please, please, you can’t. You can’t,” she begged.

Nu’uk walked up to her like a ghost. With an amount of grace only found in the moon on a quiet night, he brushed the woman’s brown hair away from her eyes and whispered shushing noises. It had a calming effect on her, and for a moment, it felt like we were mere spectators watching their performance.

“He can’t stay,” he said softly.

“You can’t take him,” she cried. “He’s all I have. That bastard beats him, beats the dogs. He should be the one you’re taking, not my Ghib.”

“He has to come with us, at least for a little while,” Nu’uk continued.

“When are you bringing him back?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “But I’ll do everything I can to make sure he does come back.”

Ghib walked over, bent down, and took one of her hands off my leg. It was limp and powerless, like a mannequin’s. He kissed her knuckles deeply, as if he were savoring her essence, and put the dog’s leash in her hand.

“Take care of Maisie for me,” he whispered.

She released my leg and sat numbly on the floor. Maisie lay down beside her, the hound’s big head nuzzling her legs. She scratched its ears while her eyes had a thousand-yard stare.

“I hate to say this,” Eran whispered with genuine regret. “But the dog is imperial property.”

“You’re a heartless bastard,” I said.

“I tried to tell you that you were in the wrong profession.”

As everyone in the group, including Maisie, started to observe the two of us whispering, I dictated that everyone but Nu’uk, Maisie, Brina, and I leave the house. When it was the four of us, I explained to Nu’uk the conundrum. The remaining two must have guessed at our brewing problem because Brina started to cry and Maisie bared her teeth. She stood on unsteady, bandaged legs, ready to kill and die for a woman spurned by the cold hands of “justice”.

“Peace,” I said, offering an upturned, empty palm to the dog. She bit the air as I got close.

“Be calm, beautiful one. Violence won’t bring him back,” Nu’uk softly spoke to the dog.

“Violence won’t, that’s true. But the legal system goes both ways; if Ghib can be arrested for theft of imperial assets, the houndmaster can be arrested for destruction and degradation of imperial assets. Brina, I’m offering you a chance to subvert reality. Practice patience and work with us and we’ll see it happen. Don’t you want to see Ghib go free and the master behind bars?”

With a tear-stricken face, she nodded. The dog relented and went with us. She’d allow Nu’uk and Nu’uk alone to hold her leash.

-

I argued for Ghib, and for the dog. I pointed out that the kennelmaster was at best criminally negligent with the Archon’s assets and that at worst he was willfully destroying it and weakening his reign. I demonstrated Maisie’s willingness to protect her true master, and that crimes done out of loyalty and fear of physical abuse deserve some sort of clemency.

In the end, Ghib was sentenced to seven years of hard labor, Maisie was put down, Brina lost her shack, and the kennelmaster’s post went unchallenged and unchecked. It’s a cruel world.

My first assignment was a success, but a hollow one.


Chapter 30 - The Prophet
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Success is rewarded with more challenges.

The reward for catching a man who wanted to love his woman and protect his dog was a simple one: catch a heretical, unlicensed preacher.

“Every day, he preaches from noon to the fourth bell. Every day, more and more flock to him, eager to prove him wrong and Reign right,” Cyn’se told us.

The rays of morning light bathed her office in a nearly holy radiance, one that felt unearned and hypocritical after what happened to Ghib. While he toiled behind iron bars and leather whips, we were baptized in light and sage. While Brina slept in shadowed alleyways, we were lauded as brave soldiers who served the citizenry. While Maisie’s carcass was torched, her fur and bones blackening before becoming nothing but ash, we were given more “criminals” to hunt.

“Something on your mind, Redlin?” she asked. Ghib’s punishment stung and lingered in my thoughts. I thought I was doing a good job at keeping it hidden. That woman had a nose for sniffing out suppressed feelings.

“No, please continue,” I lied.

“He goes by one name: the Prophet. He preaches that the gods are liars and the apocalypse is coming. Naturally, people are upset about those accusations, but a few in the crowd are loyal, staunch supporters. Guards tried to arrest him once and it ended up being a brawl where the Prophet escaped. You’re going to go down there, arrest him, and do it without creating a riot. No blood will be shed from heretics or believers. Understood?”

“We’ll handle it. No bloodshed.”

-

Fymdell, despite its population, business ventures, and general controlled chaos, was always slow to rise. As the sun rose and brought forth the day, the people shambled about like awakened corpses. They gave each other polite, sympathetic smiles and grace as they bumbled around and prepared for a brand-new day. Their grumbles were a shared burden, one to bond over, one that they did as a cultural custom that’d been brewing since the first house was built in the city.

We waded our way through the bastions of sleepy shufflers until we got to the corner where the Prophet preached. Four men set up a small stage to the disgruntlement of the growing crowd.

“What do you want to do?” Eran asked.

“We have to wait until he’s out there. If we try to nab his associates, he won’t show,” I said.

“People may start to stare if we stay here too long,” Yuna said.

“Good point. Breakfast anyone?”

-

We entered a restaurant named Outcast’s Refuge. The waitress, and owner, took our orders with bleary eyes, a soft-spoken voice, and three yawns. She matched the sleepy, comforting inn’s atmosphere to such a degree that it was hard to know which one had influenced the other.

We sat at a table by a low fire and spoke of small things. Yuna and Nu’uk sat side by side, eating food off each other’s plates when they thought we weren’t looking. Eran seemed disgusted by it, but I found it charitably amusing. It reminded me of the first meal in Eilen, with Prace and Isaaru.

“Did I ever tell you the one about the dentist and his brother?” I asked as I was struck by a memory of the man’s favorite joke.

“Oh, Reign,” Eran complained.

“I’ll take that as a no. There were these twin brothers who lived in the same house. One was a dentist, the other was a ne’er-do-well. The dentist worked six days a week to support them while the other did nothing,” I started.

“Sounds like Eran during Shattering training,” Yuna quipped. Eran plucked a piece of blackened bread and flicked it at her.

“So one did nothing with all his time. One day after the dentist had a particularly bad week, he exploded. He told his brother, ‘I’m sick of you and your inability to do anything. Go to the bakery and get me some bread, then go to the winery and get me a bottle. I’m going to take a nap.’

“So the lazy brother leaves. But on the way to the bakery, he gets mugged and knifed in an alley. Someone finds him and brings him to a doctor. Meanwhile, people send birds and call from the street for the dentist to come and see his dying brother, but he’s asleep, and does not hear them.”

“Why didn’t they just knock?” Nu’uk asked.

“Because it’s not a knock knock joke,” I said.

“What is that?” he asked.

“Someone says ‘knock-knock’, you say ‘who’s there?’ and the person says ‘something’ and you say ‘something who?’ and then the person tells the joke,” Yuna explained.

“Why would I not just open the door?”

“Can I finish the fucking joke?” I interrupted.

“Well, let’s show him how to do the joke,” Yuna said.

“Fine. Nu’uk, knock-knock,” I relented.

“Who is there?”

“Let me.”

“Let me who?”

“Let me finish the fucking joke. So, the dentist is sleeping—”

“I don’t get it,” Nu’uk interrupted.

“This isn’t so bad,” Eran said as he laughed and chewed a mouthful of food.

“Yuna, I’m ordering you to explain it to him later,” I said. “Anyway, the dentist doesn’t hear the people calling for him, until there’s a heavy knock on the door.”

I punched the table hard three times to illuminate the tale.

“Who is there?” Nu’uk asked.

“I’ll explain later,” Yuna said.

“So there’s knocking. The dentist wakes up and opens the door and sees Death in its blackened form. Death apologizes and says, ‘Ah, sorry, this always happens with twins. Your brother is dying and I’ve come to collect him, but when I leave, you’ll forget we ever spoke.’

“He turns to leave and the dentist stops him. ‘Wait! I heard that I can challenge you for a mortal’s life. I challenge you for my brother.’ Death chuckles and says, ‘Very well, name your challenge.’ The dentist thinks for a moment and says, ‘I challenge you to a contest of who has the whitest teeth. We’ll each brush our teeth for five minutes and whoever has the whiter teeth at the end wins.’

“Death laughs once more and throws back his hood, revealing a set of shiny white teeth. The dentist stops to appreciate them and says, ‘Why yes, those are very nice, but a deal’s a deal and you have five minutes to brush your teeth.’ Death does and comes back with even whiter teeth, so shiny that they reflect the sun in a blinding fashion.”

“Sounds like a useful tactic to blind your enemies,” Yuna said.

“Yeah, but you’d have to brush your teeth more than once a week to pull it off,” Eran responded. Yuna mimicked Eran’s bread flinging and threw a grape at him.

“So anyway, death comes back and reveals his shiny teeth. The dentist then goes and brushes his teeth, and when he comes back, his teeth are so white and so shiny that they shine even in a dark room. Death, defeated, puts his hood back on and says, ‘Your brother’s life has been spared,’ and leaves.

“A little while later, the dentist’s brother comes back and starts telling his brother the story. ‘You wouldn’t believe it, brother, I was knifed and dying. I saw mom, I saw the beyond. And right as I was about to pass into the next realm, I was cured. My wound closed up and I was healed!’

“The dentist says, ‘Ah, I too had a brush with death!’”

I was met with a chorus of boos and food being rained upon me by Yuna and Eran. I took their criticism with aplomb and grace, as all jesters must.

“I don’t get it,” Nu’uk said.

-

A few jokes and a paid tab later, the Prophet approached his stage. He was a portly man with a round belly, thick but untoned arms, and weathered hands. He looked more like the neighborhood butcher or the experienced dock worker than a future-telling prophet.

He weathered hate-filled stares and angry mutterings like an old ship. His ascension was slow, but steady. A bottle whizzed by his head. Neither the throw nor the shattering of glass affected him.

“I know why you hate me, brothers and sisters,” he said. His hands were outstretched with generosity and understanding. We worked our way through the crowd to get closer.

“You hate me because your god is dead. Reign, god of light and god of gods, is dead. You hate me because you hate what has happened. You hate me because I am the herald, the true one, the bearer of witness.”

We continued to work our way through the group. Despite their anger, they seemed almost mollified, if not mystified, by his outrageous claims. People seemed shocked that we dared to get closer. When we were three rows back, I saw that the Prophet was blind.

“When the dead rise, when the carrion birds feed on Reign’s corpse, when they ravage the sky and the land, when the dark man steals the souls of so many, look for the man of light. He’s been chosen to lead the rebirth.”

We were at the front of the crowd now, hands on weapons, and ready to rush the stage.

“I, however, will not be there. Be good to each other, my children. I love you.”

The Prophet pulled a silver dagger from his belt. I jumped onto the stage, but when I was mere feet away, he slit his throat. In his last moment I swear that he looked at me, but I did not see love written on his face.

-

It’s surprising what death does to the perception of the deceased.

While originally the crowd there was full of hate and eager to maim the self-titled prophet, they instead hurled insults at us as we tried to disperse them. A few planted supporters accused us of causing the whole incident.

I put Yuna and Nu’uk close to the crowd, as they were the most patient among us. They took curses and spit with aplomb and offered only the gentlest of pushbacks. Eran was behind them, and he was eager to beat anyone who got past the initial line of defense. That left me to look over the Prophet’s body.

It wasn’t the first dead body I’d seen, but something about it felt off. It’s hard to explain, but as I looked down on the recently deceased man, I knew two things: he believed what he preached and he hated me. This was a hate beyond those that I had killed; it was deep-seated, birthed long before we met and carried with him to the last moment.

I removed my cloak, wrapped him up in it, and gingerly picked him up. He would have preferred white cloth, I think, but a blackened cloak was all I had to offer.

Despite the loathing he had for me, I carried him through the city with reverence and obeisance. Stragglers followed us as we walked to the cathedral.


Chapter 31 - 
Shattering, Part II
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When you’re handling arrests and warrants, your view on criminals changes rapidly. You discover that the thief isn’t a petulant man eager to rob, but a starving father ashamed of himself and fearful for his family; you learn that the vandal is an abused child lashing out against a cold world; you find that the assaulter is a man who jumped his sister’s rapist.

You have to arrest them all the same, of course, but in the city of Fymdell, there’s hardly any cases of a truly reprehensible criminal. Perhaps that’s why so many of my cohorts were jaded beyond repair. The songs and the stories proclaimed them heroes, but when they looked in the mirror at night, that’s not who they saw looking back.

Thankfully, as the newest Vanguards in the citadel, we were given smaller tasks. Ours revolved mainly around bringing in petty criminals or collecting imperial debts. The Guardians’ jobs were less taxing, from both a moral and mental standpoint. Those new soldiers were assigned to escort minor nobility or assist in larger undertakings with experienced Vanguards.

I don’t know when it happened, but Rohan had established himself as the leader of his group. It shames me to admit it, but I felt a lick of jealousy about it. He was getting praise and face time with the nobility, the ones with the money, the ones who commissioned the artists and the poets. While the people we hunted weren’t exceptionally dangerous, we had gotten into fights. Two even brandished knives. We were better fighters and outnumbered them, but we were still the ones who had placed our lives on the line. From my perspective, Rohan and his group hadn’t had to deal with anything more dangerous than pointed glances and whispered threats.

We still smiled and joked with each other, but it was different. Strained. We both wished it was different, but didn’t have the words to mend the gap. We were good friends and harsh rivals.

It’s funny that we were friendliest with each other on neutral ground that allowed competition: in Shur’s classes.

-

Every day, the nine remaining Vanguards met with Shur. Each time he had us focus on our Aether, trying to get into and maintain contact with it. Each day the classroom was different. One day it’d be the dank basement where we had first met, the next day we’d be on the roof. The roof while the wind was blowing a fierce gale, then into a chilly lake barefoot while he taught. Circled around a blazing brazier until we stank of sweat and smoke. He had us meet in total darkness and describe what we saw.

-

None of the students had been able to use their Aether since my first outburst when dueling with Eran. Unfortunately, that included me, try as I might.

“Channel it, but don’t command it,” Shur repeated to the annoyance of all of us. It was his favorite saying, one he said every class. “You have to be at peace with yourself, your true self.”

Rohan and I shot confused expressions at each other and barely bit back smiles. Our rivalry-yet-camaraderie wasn’t creating the most meditative environment, but we’d been under Shur’s tutelage for a few weeks by then and I hadn’t felt any more at peace with myself or my Aether than when I first started.

I couldn’t tell if Shur’s instructions were helping any of us, outside of Yuna. She would always sit down cross-legged, close her eyes, and breathe deeply. She was patience and peace, the exact opposite of Eran who would frequently get up and pace the room. Shur said nothing about either student’s techniques, as was his way.

“Eran, what does your Aether feel like right now?” our instructor asked.

“Like the peak of a mountain!”

“You don’t lie to me, only to yourself. That’s what it felt like the first time you touched it, but you haven’t touched it since. In fact, only four of you have managed to make contact with it since the first time.”

Shur sighed heavily. For a moment, he reminded me of an emptied sack, devoid of all things. He put his hands on his old legs and rose.

“This isn’t working. Classes are canceled for the foreseeable future. Instead, I will be meeting with you individually, one per day. Juck, meet me tomorrow.”

Shur left the room. Confusion spread across us. First, we remained seated because we thought he’d come back, and then we remained seated because everyone else was too. Tribal instinct kicked in, as it does with groups, and we would have stayed under that stagnant spell for who knows how long. A few minutes ticked by and I knew I’d have to be the first one to leave.

The next few days passed slowly. I filled it with training and reading, as I usually did, but Asher and Cyn’se didn’t offer any of us missions to handle. Shur must have put a moratorium on that avenue of progress as well.

On the third day, Nu’uk was picked to meet with Shur. Yuna, Eran, and I waited for him. Eran and I paced unevenly, eager to progress further on our journey, while Yuna remained sitting. She sat the same way that she did in Shur’s class: with crossed legs and closed eyes.

A few hours later and Nu’uk came to find us.

“So?” Eran demanded. “How was it?”

“Good. Enlightening.”

Nu’uk, unlike me, had never been much for a plethora of words when a few would do.

“C’mon, what else! What did he have you do? Did you get in touch with your Aether? Can you summon the winds and destroy people with Shattering?” Eran fired off.

“Breathe, think, know. Yes. Probably.”

With those five words, he left. Eran and I returned to pacing.

Two days later, Yuna was summoned. Once again Eran and I waited for our squadmate. This time we sparred instead of walking, going back and forth with unarmed strikes in the ring.

“This is such bullshit,” Eran complained as he ducked under my punch. “I put as much effort into Shattering as I do into swordsmanship. It must be a challenge of instruction, right?”

“Admittedly, I haven’t learned a thing since we started with the old man.” I sidestepped his kick. Neither of us had our hearts in it and we were just going through the motions. “I will say, he gives off the appearance of wisdom.”

“As opposed to actual wisdom?”

“I haven’t learned anything yet.”

“True enough,” Eran said as he rounded off a slow kick. I caught it and threw him with the same lack of effort.

“Maybe it is on us. What if we’re too callous to understand the lessons he’s trying to teach?” I asked as I offered a hand to help him get up.

“We were picked to be Vanguards because we were the best our schools had to offer. Nu’uk is the most patient person I know. You’re levelheaded. Rohan reeks of ambition. Yuna is a people pleaser. I’m abrupt. That boy with the scar on his neck has a cold dedication. That girl from Tidur’s realm is even more fiery than I am. If none of us can grasp the lesson being taught, I question the teacher, not the student.”

“Maybe there’s a reason that it’s so hard to understand. All the stories about Shattering and death, the sorcerers of old and the Vanguards who felled them … it’s a frightening picture.”

“Those stories aren’t just stories. This level of power in the wrong hands is catastrophic.”

He spoke like he had personal experience with it, as if he were far away and merely relaying what he saw. More importantly, I wish that Eran had been wrong.

“Ahem,” Yuna coughed.

Eran and I rolled out of the ring, which was probably the most dangerous part of our afternoon considering our lazy efforts, and we surrounded her like flies. Our buzzing overwhelmed her.

“How was it?”

“Did you do it?”

“Will we be able to do it?”

She hushed us like a gentle mother. “It was … interesting. I’m not supposed to say anything about the method but it was enlightening. I think both of you will be fine.”

Eran and I harrumphed. Yuna left with a sympathetic smile.

-

Two days passed before someone told me that Shur wanted to see me. I felt both calmer and more worried when the initiate told me. So long I had been left in the dark, but now that the light was coming, I wondered if I was ready.

When I walked into the dank basement, notes of vanilla greeted me. It reminded me of the baths in Eilen.

“Redlin of the Wolves. Sit, why don’t you?” Shur asked. His voice was kind, but serious. I sat down across from him and waited with tense shoulders. He made me wait for what felt like an agonizingly long time, merely sitting and playing with his wispy beard hairs.

“You know that you’re the second recruit from this batch to use your Aether,” Shur mused.

“Who was the first?”

“Mord. She combined my brief tutelage and her anger on the road back to Atreid and caused a small outburst of flames.”

I said a quick acknowledgement of relief underneath my breath. If she had those powers when we clashed then maybe Asher would have kept her over me. Maybe she would have just burned me to ashes.

“I’d like to use it again,” I said.

“Be careful what you wish for,” Shur sighed. “But I’m not here to impede your progress. Quite the contrary, actually. What were you doing when you summoned your Aether for the first time?”

“Fighting. A fellow student and I engaged in a duel to the death. I slipped, and moments before I was about to lose I was able to feel it and use it.”

“What form did your Aether take?”

I stopped for a moment, replaying the duel against Eran.

“No! Quit thinking! Answer!” Shur suddenly yelled and slapped the desk in front of me with the bottom of his fist.

“Wind!”

“And what did it feel like?”

“Like I was emptying myself into the air. Like … like I was a balloon with a small leak, but I was directing it.”

“What does your Aether feel like right now?”

“Like an onyx gemstone!”

“This is a real dagger,” Shur said as he pulled one out from his robe. He towered over me, and despite his old body, he cut an intimidating figure. The flames flickered behind him and made him seem larger than life. He gripped my wrist with the strength of an ancient oak and flipped my arm so my palm was straight up.

“Just in case you don’t believe me.” He cut my palm. A long line of pain flared up in my hand and I felt the blood weep openly. Drops began to hit the desk and splattered.

Shur walked back to the edge of the room and threw the dagger at me.

I watched it come. It flew, edge over edge, unwavering as a bird in flight. I didn’t hesitate. I held out my bleeding palm in line with the flying knife. A ray of Aether left me in the form of a gust of wind, hit the dagger, and sent it flying back at Shur. The old man barely moved his head in time. Steel clattered against the wall and then the ground, its echo the only sound in the room.

“Excellent,” Shur said after a moment. “Excellent, how do you feel?”

“Exhilarated. Regretful,” I whispered. Just like last time, I felt the rush of power and imagination of possibilities, but I also felt the cost. I had spent part of myself, part of my soul for that burst of air. I hated that. I wanted that Shard back.

“Both fade, with time. Do it again, without the threat of danger this time.”

I held my palm out to the wall behind me, away from Shur. I still felt the Aether inside of me; it came easier to me this time. Maybe my sleeping mind just knew where it was after two trips.

Before Shattering, I felt the cost required. “Cost” is the best phrasing I have, but it’s not money you’re dispensing, nor anything material. It’s your Aether, your very being. It spends, but it spends like a miser. People are hardwired to try to keep themselves whole and healthy. People, including me, try desperately to hold on to themselves. It’s instinct, and it’s hard to overcome.

I fired off a gale anyway.

Wind burst through my palm and rushed against the wall. There was power there, power I directed, power I could have used to hurt or kill someone. The reverberations of wind gusted my hair and blew back my robes. I heard Shur cough from an amalgam of dust. The torches flickered violently before returning back to life.

“Etch this moment into your mind, young Redlin—the moment you called upon the wind, not in desperation, but because you could.”


Chapter 32 - A Dangerous Encounter
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A week later, after we all had proven we could use Aether, we were approved for assignments again. Months went by, filled with small jobs, the highlights involving a stalker, a tax cheat, and a man who liked to dye ducks funny colors later. Eventually, Cyn’se pulled us into a meeting.

“You lot have been progressing well. I think it’s time for something a bit more dangerous.”

“Who’s the target?” I asked evenly, mimicking the stories of stoic heroes I had read about.

“A man by the name of Siegel. A minor noble turned cultist, recently escaped with the help of his fellow heretics. We’re going to hunt him down. We have to go now; he has certain connections that could be … exploited.”

“Exploited? How so?”

“I’ll explain on the way. Gear up, and prepare yourselves. This could get messy.”

-

Equipped in black Vanguard leathers, weapons on our sides, and pins on our chests, we entered the streets of Fymdell like wolves into the night. People cleared out of our way on instinct. It felt good, walking through the streets and causing people to pause and back away. I didn’t quite feel like the hero I had originally aspired to be, but I did feel like something powerful. Something worth noting.

Cyn’se informed us that Siegel belonged to the Mugen family line, and that he worshipped Siber.

“Siber?” I asked. I replayed all my teachings on religion in Usmal, but never had I heard of an entity named Siber.

“Heretics worship her, claim that she’s the god of shadow. They say that only in darkness can truth be found, and other nonsensical oxymorons like that.” She stopped in the street, turned around, and gave us a serious expression. “Her name is not to be said in polite company.”

“And by ‘polite company’, you mean ‘at all’, right?” I asked.

“Correct.”

“Where is this cult?” Eran asked. The edge that accompanied his voice when he talked about Reapers was present when he asked.

“Slow down, killer. If we were hunting the full cult right now I’d have a regiment of senior Hunters, not four initiates who can’t even consistently use Aether. Our target is Siegel and only Siegel. If he has accomplices, we’ll deal with it.”

There were no more questions after that. Cyn’se led us through busy streets that smelled of sage into deeper territory in desperate need of repair. The people that lined those roads were seedy and dirty, and instead of backing away from us out of fear or respect, they watched from the shadows. Their stares were accusations, their whispers guilty verdicts. The Archon’s perfumery dissipated slowly, and soon we were left with the acrid smell of human waste and trash fires. The ground beneath us, the air around us, and the smoke clouds above us all said one thing.

The Lower City was trouble.

“Finest whores in the city, eh?” I mused to myself. Everyone in the group shot me quizzical expressions, some with amusement, some with annoyance, some with downright shock. I resisted the urge to blush when I remembered that Asher had only said that in front of Juck, Rohan, and I.

Cyn’se took us down a sudden alleyway. She made sure no one was watching and took off her Vanguard pin and unveiled a thin black cloak. She donned it and pulled it around her, covering her leathers.

“Boost me,” she whispered.

Eran and I got on our knees and provided a foothold for her. She signaled for us to raise her. With unsteady feet and unsteadier confidence, we did so, much to her annoyance at the lack of faithful foundation. We went up and up until we were slightly below chest height when she called for us to stop. She was looking into the window of the house on the left and then signed to place her back down.

“Four inside,” she whispered.

“Was Siegel in there?” I whispered.

“No,” she said with a withering vexation. “This is an informant’s house. Three of them I don’t know.”

She went silent for a moment, and as far as I could tell, made battle plans. Knowing her, she planned out all options from bribery to a disturbance to full-on murder. In the end, she reached into the belt strapped from hip to shoulder and pulled out another thin black cloak.

“Take it, wear it tight.” She handed the cloak to me. “I’m going to separate our informant from the rest of them, bring him upstairs. Redlin, you keep the other three downstairs. Do not go upstairs, no matter what it sounds like. More importantly, do not let them know you’re a Vanguard. They’ll kill you and they’ll definitely kill our informant. Nu’uk, Yuna, and Eran, watch our backs. Eran, you watch to the south, Nu’uk, the north, and Yuna, watch the streets. Signal if trouble is brewing.”

I put on my cloak while she talked and it made me feel good. I thought myself the shrouded assassin, the mysterious figure in the corner. I was a fool, but I miss having those thoughts anyway. I miss thinking that those are good, valiant traits.

Cyn’se and I approached the house. She knocked three times, and after the third knock, she changed. Instead of the lean, strong Hunter I had traveled with, she looked like a drug addict. She hunched over and scratched at her neck and sides with reckless abandon, as well as starting to sniffle and occasionally rub her eyes with the back of her palm.

“Fuck yourself,” came the voice from the other side of the door.

Cyn’se knocked again, three more times, each one with desperate need.

“Fuck your mother.”

Cyn’se knocked three more times. The door opened violently.

“Wha— Oh. Plint, it’s one for you,” the man who opened the door said. He was big with a shaved head and missing teeth.

Plint approached, and though he tried to hide it, I saw his eyes widen in recognition when he saw Cyn’se. He played it off, huffed, crossed his arms, and started tapping his foot.

“I don’t serve customers when the sun is up,” Plint said.

“No, I know, I’m just, I’m not here to buy,” Cyn’se said with a husky voice that ended in a cracking whine. “I just wanna trade.”

“Really? And your man here is okay with that?” the doorman asked.

Cyn’se looked up at him then. Still scratching at her neck, she bared her teeth and stomped his foot.

“Blackened fuck!” the doorman said as he hopped backwards on one foot. “You got a fuckin’ feisty one here, Plint.”

“Don’t I know it.” He licked his top lip. “Let me see what you have to offer, upstairs.”

They left with him leading her by the hand upstairs. Moments later, the creaking of a bed started. The three remaining enforcers laughed a bit between themselves, then laughed harder when they looked at me to gauge my reaction. Stoic as I tried to appear, I was flustered. Cyn’se fucking a man for information, a man like Plint, was not quite what I had pictured the Vanguards to be.

“So, how’s it feel to hear your girl moan from another man’s cock?” the bigger man asked as he sat down to play cards with the other two.

I tried to ignore the jibe, vulgar, crass, and cutting as it was. I found it hard to do so, which almost made me smile at the ridiculousness. Not only were Cyn’se and I not an item, I was spoken for, and I had no feelings other than respect for the lady. But, my role dictated that I was to pretend to be her young, imprudent lover, so I used it.

“Don’t talk about her that way,” I demanded. My voice was a growl, barely uttered in something passing language.

“Or what?” the biggest one asked with a gap-toothed smile.

“Or I’ll kill you.”

One pulled out a dagger and slammed the tip into the wooden table they were playing on. Another one cracked his knuckles before cracking his neck. However, the one I had been speaking to just laughed.

“You got the eyes of a killer, lad, I’ll give you that. Just like …” He put his fingertips to his lower eyelid and pulled it down. “… me. I wonder who’s better.”

“I don’t,” I said. I shifted my weight into a combat-ready stance and moved my hand to the hilt of my liuyedao. The doorman leaned forward and I saw his legs tense through his pants. He was a big man, but big men die to steel just like small ones do.

“A-hem,” Cyn’se cleared her throat pointedly. It cracked through the air like a whip and both I and the doorman settled back into relaxed positions.

“Get out of here.” Plint came down the stairs, his hair a mess. He slapped her ass hard as he passed. “Don’t come back before nighttime again, you hear?”

We left to the sounds of mocking laughter.

“You could have played that better,” Cyn’se whispered.

“I was just playing the role that was assigned to me.”

“You were setting yourself up for a pointless fight that you most likely would have lost.”

“If I planned to fight fair, maybe. I’d have cut the big one first then used Aether on the other two.”

“And what would that accomplish? Would you kill the other two then? Or leave them to put together the pieces of why a kid like you knew how to Shatter? And even then, there was nothing to gain except your pride.”

“Yeah, well, at least I didn’t fuck them.”

The slap came quicker than I could have dodged, even though I was expecting it. It cracked my jaw and sounded like thunder throughout the streets of the Lower City.

“Lesson one, you grimy little fuckstick, don’t ever seek to hurt me, with words or with blades.” She pushed me hard, taking us into the alley. “Lesson two, this is a dirty job for dirty people. You think I wouldn’t hesitate to have sex with someone if it kept Usmal safer? Why is killing someone more pure than having sex with them anyway? And lesson three, you need to have a better ear. Plint and I pretended while he told me what we needed to know.” She spat at my feet. “Not that you need to know or that it makes any difference. Now, let’s go. The less time I have to spend babysitting underdeveloped urchins, the better.”

She led with restrained ferocity in her steps. The group passed me and followed our leader. Yuna rubbed my arm lightly, Nu’uk shrugged, and Eran punched me in the arm with a mixture of criticism and humor.

With a stinging jaw and wounded pride, I followed.

-

There’s an area in Fymdell called “The Wharf”. It’s the southeastern corner where Lower City meets Dockside. Where Dockside has ferries, safety regulations, and attentive workers, The Wharf is used exclusively for freight and waste water. Dock workers there don’t worry about regulations, and disease and workplace accidents run rampant. Warehouse owners and shipping lines care only for profit.

The Wharf was where Siegel was hiding out, per the informant. Information was sparse, as it always is from sources like Plint, but we had narrowed it down to a warehouse labeled Gwynne’s Place. The smell of river work permeated the area around us.

“Plint said that Siegel was here. Given that reports say that he’s a worshiper of Siber, it’s safe to assume that he has at least one fellow cultist with him as a guard. Anyone who we can keep alive we should, but anyone who can Shatter we’ll have to kill,” Cyn’se gave the order.

“These people can access their Aether too?” I asked.

“It’s not a Vanguard-exclusive talent. Those who are capable, but operate outside of sanctioned groups, are called Apostates.”

“Any advice for facing them?”

She rolled her eyes, her annoyance at my earlier words still apparent. “Be fast and be lucky.”

The sun set in front of us. The din of workers unloading ships and carting crates had slowly died down and been overtaken by the flow of the river and the buzzing of nocturnal insects. The heat was dropping quickly and the salt-laced wind blew harshly this close to the water. I shivered in my thin cloak.

“We move quick, we move quiet,” Cyn’se whispered as she stacked two large boxes on top of each other. Using them as a ladder, she put her back to the warehouse wall and pulled out a small mirror from her belt. Slowly, she raised it and used it to scope out the ambush site through the sole back window. She exchanged the mirror for a dagger, put it underneath the crack, and unlocked the window with a clever twist.

“Wait three seconds, then follow me,” she said before climbing through into the shaded warehouse. I quickly pointed out the order of participation: me, Nu’uk, Yuna, Eran.

And then I jumped through and into the dark.

Cyn’se was already stalking to the left, crouched and poised like a panther, so I went right. Soft, scared voices were directly below us on a lower floor. Nu’uk came through then, quiet as a flame. Then Yuna, who carefully controlled her fall like a sneaking child. Eran fell with a stifled grunt and the grace of an old hammer.

We swept through the darkness. Eran was behind me and Nu’uk and Yuna followed our leader. A singular torch burned beneath us, and we had to work in its blind spots to reach the descending stairs. The five of us met behind a stack of crates after sweeping the top floor. Cyn’se made the sign for quiet as we eavesdropped on Siegel and his companion.

“It’s just concerning. The Archon bows down to the Pantheon like a bitch in heat.” The voice was pompous, but frayed.

“Really? Even after all this, that’s how you want to spin it?” That one was a bit deeper, mocking, and slightly annoyed as well.

“What was I supposed to do, Mimra? I signed up with Siber to make a point to the Pantheon. The Archon can bow down before them all he wants, but not all of us will.”

“Well, I’m sure he’d appreciate it, after everything he did for you, and I’m even more sure they’re very worried. They must be shivering in their boots about the idea of the great Siegel going to confront them. Never mind the fact that he’s running away.”

“Fuck off, Mimra. There are plans in place. If the Archon ever grows some fortitude and stands up to the Pantheon, nobility will be ready to back him. I’m not running away, merely—”

“Tactfully retreating?” Cyn’se said, rising and stepping into the torchlight.

Siegel and the one named Mimra fumbled for their weapons and held out thin swords with shaky hands. Nu’uk and I left the shadows and stepped into visibility; the Samira worshipper had an arrow nocked and ready to fire. The two we were there to apprehend backed up until they hit the wall behind them.

“Put ’em down, boys,” Cyn’se demanded, her voice inviting and light.

Siegel’s hand began to drop when Mimra reached out and forced him to hold it up. The taller one leaned in and began to whisper into his companion’s ear.

“Nu’uk, hit one of them in the leg,” Cyn’se said calmly.

Without hesitation, Nu’uk let the arrow fly. With a quiet whine through the air, the arrow embedded itself into Mimra’s leg. He tried to keep himself upright, but slowly he slid down the wall until he fell to the floor. Only then did he let out a soft groan. He held onto the blade the whole time and kept it pointed at us, like a child holding out a stick to fight imagined villains.

“Put them down,” Cyn’se said to our targets again, this time with more force and a pause between each word. Still, Mimra held his blade to meet us, despite the trickle of blood forming beneath him and the prone position he was forced into.

“Nu’uk, hit the downed one in the shoulder. Redlin—” Cyn’se’s commands were interrupted by the sound of chains rattling. The dock door at the front of the building went upwards. Moonlight entered in through the widening crack. The two muscled men who had lifted the door rose to stand; behind them, a man clad in dark clothing entered.

The lunar light made their shadows large enough to loom over us as they stood and took in the situation. Something about the way they stood set me on edge. It was like they were viewing us the way people examine captured zoo animals.

“Vanguard business. Leave, or be subject to arrest,” Cyn’se commanded. She had pulled out her sword and kept the point raised at Mimra and Siegel as she spoke.

“I think you and your masters have had quite enough business,” the newcomers’ leader said. His voice was quiet, but melodic, an inline for a song only he could hear. His hands were hidden beneath his robes while the men behind him began to draw their own swords.

“Last chance,” Cyn’se warned.

“You misunderstand the situation,” the man in black said. “That man—and his retainer—have been unfairly persecuted by the Pantheon. I am here to take them to safety and prosperity. I have no personal vendetta against you all. You’re just useful tools in the wrong hands.” The man began to walk out of the moonlight and into the shadows. Nu’uk tracked him with his bow. “Vanguards were meant to be figures who stuck up for what’s right. I hope you will do so again, but I cannot wait for you to come to those conclusions while everything is already in motion.”

“Nu’uk, take him out,” Cyn’se commanded. The arrow flew, once again without hesitation.

All of us held our breaths, stuck in a moment of time. The arrow flitted through the warehouse, hard to see as it traveled through golden torchlight, white moonlight, and the darkness of shadow, but I saw it. A split second before it could hit the man in black, a wall of night rose up before him. The arrow bounced off it as if it had hit stone. I stood transfixed for a moment, confused about not only the source, but how that construct was darker than the shadows around it.

And then everything happened at once.

From behind us, Mimra had made a desperate, one-legged lunge against a turned-away Cyn’se. She reacted with dizzying speed, first hitting his sword away with so much force he dropped it to the ground, and then kicking his already wounded leg. The attacker fell down screaming in pain.

“Stay down!” the senior Vanguard yelled at Siegel. She did not spare Mimra even another glance.

By the time Siegel’s escort had been dispatched, Eran and Yuna had already sprung from their hiding spots to intercept the two new bodyguards that were charging. Eran was fighting with ferocity, and while it seemed like he was winning, any misstep would spell a quick death. Yuna, on the other hand, was fighting with more timidity. She gave room to her attacker and avoided putting herself in unnecessary risk. While she was losing the fight, she wasn’t in as much immediate danger.

I went to go help her anyway.

Nu’uk stood without panic, but without offering assistance either. He had his bow drawn and ready to fire, but he couldn’t risk any shots without putting us in danger. Cyn’se joined the fray and attacked Eran’s opponent.

Yuna and I worked methodically. The bigger man picked up his pace and started swinging wildly at Yuna while trying to keep distance from me. He was a confusing opponent: big in size, but both physically weaker and quicker than I’d anticipated.

I chased him, he chased her, and she created a situation where I ended up attacking the assailant from behind. He managed to deflect one blow from me, swivel around to counter Yuna’s incoming strike, and jump out of the way of a downward slash that would have caught him in the neck. We were winning and we kept the chase on, but something bothered me.

Where had the man in black gone?

By the time I thought of the question, I had my answer. A wave of black force, so thick it choked the air, washed over the melee and sent us flying, Vanguards and villains alike. I managed to cushion my fall with a small burst of Aether, placing a slight current of wind between myself and the ground. Every other combatant landed spaced out in random intervals and in various positions. I heard the tell-tale sound of dropped weapons and dazed groans, but I didn’t have time to help my companions or to attack the stunned bodyguards. My target was the man in black, and he was already on the move.

I leaped over displaced friends and foes as I dashed after him. He was putting himself into the darkest corner of the building and using the shadows as cover. Before I could clear the gap, I saw two points of absolute black form. They were cylindrical, smaller than a man’s forearm but darker than ash and sharpened to a point. I barely had time to distinguish and process them before they flew my way.

The rays were incomprehensibly fast. Even with the quick reaction time of throwing my body to the side, I could tell I wasn’t going to make it. I didn’t know what would happen, or even how to do it, but I projected Aether from my hand.

A shield of wind sprung forth from my palm. The sound of air swooshing surrounded me and I struggled to keep my hand up. But all I had to do was wait for the darkness to hit. They did, and for a moment I thought the shield was going to break and I was going to die. I could feel my Aether splinter under the assault, but it held its basic shape.

All of this happened in under two seconds. My shield had been up for less than one. And still, I was stunned at the cost. I was in touch with my Aether before, during, and after, and I felt it drain at a rapid pace creating that shield. Every millisecond, I felt the energy drift away from me. I guessed that my attacker felt the same since his assault stopped.

My arm fell to the side and I gathered myself. I breathed everything in. The emotional loss of all those resources, my life essence itself. My hand felt numb. I wanted to go to Eilen and be with Mika. I breathed in grief, I breathed out death. The only way out was killing.

The man in black rushed at me with my dropped guard. He caught me with a jumping kick that sent me to the ground. I just managed to roll and get my liuyedao up in time to catch his swing.

He was pushing down on me with a weapon type that I had never quite seen before. The blade was in the form of a moon’s crescent, but it was attached to the handle in an odd way. It was like the offspring of a scythe and a sword.

He was bearing down on me with a calm but overbearing strength. I felt like a fish fighting against an unrelenting current. His crescent blade was beginning to overtake me and I felt the edge bite into my shoulder.

With panic and without options, I used a burst of Aether.

Wind came from everywhere around me in a repulsing effect. It came from my feet, my head, all over and in one direction: away. It pushed me away from the ground first. Before it impacted my opponent, I was driven forward, and my shoulder bit itself further onto the blade that was pushing down. Next, my sudden rise plus the gale’s force blew the man back a few feet. His blade went with him and I heard the squelch of it being forced out of my shoulder.

I yelled at the pain before I discarded it. We rose at the same time, and his crescent blade met my liuyedao. A shower of sparks rained down on us. Two more resounding sounds of rebounding steel occurred as we matched each other strike for strike. Instead of entering into a battle state where moves were planned, feints were executed, and gambits were taken, our moves were telegraphed. Without deception, one of us would start a swing and the other would meet it.

It was animalistic, like two rams charging at each other head first. We both knew where it was leading. Two swings, countered by each other, led to a final overhead clash. Our blades met above our heads and hung over us. We tested each other’s resolve, just for a moment, and knew it a futile effort. The gauntlet had been thrown, and neither of us were willing to back down.

He raised his free hand. I raised mine.

Twin bursts of Aether met each other. His was blackness, the shadow, the unseen and the dark. Mine was wind, the hurricane’s blade, the gale that streams across the earth.

His was stronger.

I hadn’t put enough into the burst. Shards of physical shadow went into my hand before the concussive force behind it hit. My arm jolted and went numb with the blow. His boot hit me in the stomach and sent me to the ground.

“Siegel, let’s go,” the man in black demanded. His voice had more command in it, but it was still melodious and calm.

An arrow flew out above me. Its path was directed to the man in black. Nu’uk had fired. It met a small wall of shadow and bounced off once more.

I looked back at the archer, words of encouragement on my lips. I knew that if he kept pelting him with arrows, he wouldn’t be able to keep deflecting with Aether. Eventually he’d have to gamble and I’d be there to ensure he lost.

What I saw when my gaze fell upon Nu’uk was Siegel’s blade pushed through his chest.

Both of them looked shocked at the occurrence. Siegel looked scared, where Nu’uk just went limp. He had one ragged cough, full of bloodied spittle, and hit the ground. He took the blade with him, and it took Siegel a moment to drop the handle. My heart broke watching the blade get dragged upwards through Nu’uk’s body, powered by the boy’s gravity and the noble’s surprised death grip.

“Leave it. Let’s move,” the man in black commanded once more. He sent out two wide bursts of concussive force, more focused than the initial burst but not as focused as the rays he had launched at me, out to Cyn’se and Eran. Both of the Vanguards were rocked by the blow. To my shame, I was too busy watching Nu’uk’s pained face to react. The man in black simply walked by me. Siegel and his companion stepped gingerly over the boy, as if they were stepping over a puddle.

“Get him,” Cyn’se said with ragged breath as she climbed to her feet. Eran was laid out cold.

To my right was the exit, populated by the two bodyguards, our two targets, and the man in black. To my left was Nu’uk with a blade in his chest. I went to Nu’uk. Cyn’se swore at me while saying she couldn’t take all of them alone. She said I was abandoning my duty. I didn’t care. I cradled his limp head in my lap and held his hand.

His blood soaked my knees as I kneeled down beside him. His breaths were ragged and he shook as he tried to speak.

“Shh,” I whispered to him. “Just rest.”

“I—” he gurgled out and coughed.

“It’s alright. Just rest.”

“Redlin! Yuna!” Cyn’se yelled out. She had crawled to her knees and kept a watch outside the warehouse, tracking the heretics. “There’s still time! Leave him!”

“Shh, it’s alright,” I whispered once more.

Yuna knelt alongside us. She cradled his hand and whispered something. Despite her tears and his wound, they both let out a choked laugh. She pushed the hair out of his eyes. She swore and cried freely when she saw that she had spread blood all over his face, but he whispered something to her that made her sobs turn into giggles.

I don’t have an accurate estimate of how long we stayed like that. Yuna made a questioning gesture to the blade in his chest and I shook my head. It was in there deep, and taking it out would have just sped up the process. Maybe we should have done that, but we didn’t. The three of us waited.

His head went limp in my hands and rolled backwards. Yuna gasped at the sudden shift. I let the body down gently. My arms didn’t feel like they belonged to me, and it felt like I was watching it from a far-away perspective—the viewpoint of an apathetic god. I couldn’t fully process what had just happened. I sat with no thoughts.

“They got away,” Cyn’se growled from the exit.

I stood next to her and felt the weight of her displeasure. Her thinking was rational, coldly so, but to me it felt alien. Perhaps I wasn’t a Hunter after all, if that was what was required. I thought about how I didn’t want any of my friends to die, especially in the pursuit of killing. It’s always bitterly funny how you can look back on yourself and remember how misguided you were.

Under the moonlight, a boat sailed on black waters.


Chapter 33 - The Loss of a Cherished Soul
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Our walk back had been a sullen, silent one. Eran had to be half carried while our leader had to be avoided. The scorn in front of me and the grief around me were equally suffocating. I looked for Nu’uk to share a beleaguered shrug. I kept looking. I was deep in denial, my brain not fully conceptualizing that he was gone.

When we returned, Cyn’se told me, and me alone, to wait while she discussed things with Asher. Yuna, who was struggling to hold back tears, hugged me tight. I felt her start to sob before she chambered it. She wiped her eyes once and then led the woozy Eran away.

In my solitude, I examined the paintings of the legends around me. How many of their friends had they seen killed? Was that the cost of glory in a world so full of death? Most of the portraits had an air of melancholy, and Asher told me the stories about Lamb, a man who killed comrades and foes alike. Was that what it took?

Comparing myself to champions of love and loss, I knew my mourning was not some grand thing. It was nothing in comparison to those that had come before, but still I clung to my grief, my self-pity, knowing all the while I would do nothing to change the course of events I had started myself on. I would adorn myself in an unearned crown of sympathy, I might even bow my head under its weight, but I would walk my cursed road.

My ruminations were interrupted by a brief outburst of yelling. Asher, so known for his cynicism, his casual nature, and his laughter, was dressing her down with harsh words; Cyn’se, known for her brutality, cold detachment, and commitment to the job, was growing shrill and passionate as she responded. I suspected it wasn’t the first time they had gone against perception and altered their cadence like that.

Asher descended the stairs alone. He looked disheveled, his clothes as tattered and rough as my thoughts, and his stubble looked like it was getting thick. He scratched at it absentmindedly.

“Declan the Tall, eh?” he asked, referencing the portrait I was staring at. The man in the frame had long brown hair, a face full of scars, a bright red blade, and the eyes of a father. “I always thought his story was interesting.”

“What was it?”

“Maybe I’ll tell you one day.” He paused and looked me square in the face. “You’re off assignments for the time being.”

I let out a disgruntled sigh.

“Speak. Sighing is for old wives and young girls.”

“If she fought as well as I did, not only would we have Siegel in custody, Nu’uk would still be alive. I was the one taking on the leader. I was the quickest, the strongest. Blackened hands, Asher, I was the only one who used Aether in that fight, but I’m guessing she didn’t mention any of that.” My complaints were an avalanche that picked up speed as they slipped out.

“Aye, she did. She said you fought valiantly, dashing to and fro and holding off an opponent more well versed in Shattering than you. She also said you gave up.”

“I tended to a fallen comrade.”

“What’d that accomplish?” he asked. It wasn’t asked with an aggressive timbre, but an honest one.

“Not much,” I admitted.

“Not much is right. Honestly, Redlin, if you had managed to be the arbiter of Nu’uk’s life and decided to save him instead of completing the assignment, I’d tell you it was an accomplishment. But he was dying, and you knew it.” He let out a clenched breath. It sounded like steam escaping from a kettle. “You’ll learn from this. You’ll see who you can save and who you can’t. Caring for dying soldiers … it’s a fleeting comfort for those who won’t remember it. Futile, and ultimately it’s the living around you who suffer for it.”

He rose and clasped me on the shoulder.

“For what it’s worth, lad, I’d want to be with you if I took a blade to the chest. Keep your head up, train harder.”

It wasn’t much of a comfort.

-

I had nightmares that night.

I was on the beach that I had nightmares of in Eilen. Just like before, the sky and sand were the same shade of grey and it was impossible to tell where one ended and the other began. Maroon waves made of murky, old blood lapped lazily on the shore. The drone of insects polluted the silent, dead sky. I walked. My footsteps were not my own.

A man without a face walked beside me.

He was in red robes, bright as crimson. He held onto a jagged whip made of blades. It left a rent in the ground and weepy, pinkish liquid slowly filled the fissure. He held onto the whip loosely, as if it were merely a habit. I couldn’t speak, couldn’t ask him to stop and explain what this place was.

He looked at me with that blank face. Despite his erased features, I could tell he was wearing the mocking smile of a jester.

“You’re not supposed to be here yet.”

-

The sun was rising when I woke. I was covered in a sheen of sweat and my heart pulsed. Everything about it had felt so real, so visceral.

I welcomed it.

The nightmare, real as it felt, became my focal point—an anchor. In my mind, it was fiction, a scary dream and nothing more. Focusing on it provided a relief from thinking about Nu’uk. He lingered on the outskirts of my brain like darkness outside the camp-site fire. Ironic as it may sound, I used the nightmare like a torch to chase that darkness away.

Walking down to the training room with feigned determination, I recalled that Prace had taught me that sometimes you have to fake it until you make it, so there I was, faking capability.

When I lit the torches in the room, I noticed the blood that stained my leggings. Nu’uk’s blood, from when he had died while I cradled him in my lap. I must have passed out with the clothes still on.

I threw up.

My hands and knees braced atop cold stone. The chilly morning air had spread to the stone and steam rose through my bile, but I couldn’t force myself to move. I retched twice more, and then I couldn’t stop myself from moving.

Stripping the bloodied pants off as quickly as I could, I found—to my horror—the blood had soaked through the leggings and stained my legs a purplish red, the color of wine. I shot up and tried to rub it off with dry palms. A few flakes fell from my leg, but most of it stayed intact. I worried that it was like a tattoo, and now Nu’uk’s death would forever stain me.

I suppose that in a way, it did.

A gurgle, almost like a cough, sounded from the doorway.

Juck was watching me. Instead of his hate-filled eyes, there was something similar to sympathy. Not full-on empathy, but some hint of humanity.

Heroically, I cut quite the figure—barelegged, reddened thighs, standing next to my own pile of puke. I expected him to point and attempt to laugh, but he gave me the “wait” symbol and left. He returned with two buckets of water and two washcloths. He handed me one and started cleaning up my sick. I worked on getting the blood off my legs. When we finished, he nodded and left.

It was such a strange encounter that it threw my mental state into confusion. Juck, a man I had robbed of speaking, was there to comfort me when he could have easily lorded over me. He could have mocked me with silent words; instead, he helped with loud actions. I had pegged him for a hero, and I was right. Maybe if we hadn’t had our initial encounter, things would have been different and he could have led armies and rallied soldiers.

Of course, we didn’t have that luxury. I had to rule by fear and by action. I’ve never been a hero, always the killer.

But, I’m getting ahead of myself. Forgive me.

-

Things were tense throughout the compound that day. Most of the fellow Vanguards who hadn’t been there offered hesitant nods and silence, but only from a distance. They avoided us like we were plague bearers.

I blamed them at the time. I thought to myself, How dare they sit here and judge us? We had fought an Apostate. The most they had to deal with were empty hands begging for coins.

But, of course, I understand now. Up to that point, none of us had failed, not truly. The Vanguards only accepted the best. Everyone there had stood out from the rest of the recruits in the various strongholds across Usmal, and then once more against fellow initiates. Success after success after success lends itself to pride, to feeling like the rules of the world were mere suggestions.

Clearly, we were different from those who had washed out. Better. Unassailable. The best of the best, the heroes who would bring a new dawn.

Nu’uk was proof we were nothing more than the footnotes of history.

While Yuna, Eran, and I were alive, our loss and our grief was a stark reminder that despite everything, we could be killed.

But there we were, mourning. They hated us.

Even Rohan refused to seek me out. I don’t know if it was because of our rising rivalry as unofficial leaders of Hunters and Guardians, or if he was as rattled as everyone else, but the fact remained that he ignored me, just like the rest of them. It stung, watching him shuffle away when I entered a room. Rohan, the one I considered my best friend, couldn’t stand to see me, while Juck, a boy I had clashed with and disfigured, stood strong. I felt like Gare.

Four of us were in the study when Cyn’se walked in. She marched like an army general, strode directly up to me, and ripped the Vanguard pin off of my tunic. She turned on her heel and walked out.

Everyone made sure that they weren’t looking at me.

Well, everyone except Shur, who popped up in her wake. His hair was frazzled and he looked crazier than usual, but in good spirits. It was a stark contrast to the chic, reservedly thoughtful Vanguards around me.

“Psst.” The whisper was half yelled and utterly failed at getting my attention without anyone noticing. Unperturbed, Shur motioned for me to follow him.

He led me to the dank basement where he taught us about Shattering. He ushered me to sit down with excited flaps of his hand and sat three feet away from me. Once I was seated, he scooted his chair so that he was so close that our knees were almost brushing. I was uncomfortable and started to look at the walls when he rose and stayed in my eyesight.

“Yes, yes, this all makes sense,” he muttered to himself as he studied my eyes like I was an animal for testing.

“What makes sense?”

“What was it like, fighting with Aether?” he asked, ignoring my question.

I sighed. It was always better to humor Shur than to chase him with questions. He was like a guide dog that got distracted by butterflies and flowers, but he always led you to where you were supposed to go eventually.

“It was … scary. I don’t know. Exciting, in its own way,” I said. He waited for me to keep going, and the quiet grew between us until I obliged. “His Aether took the shape of shadows, black and unyielding. Mine took the shape of air. We clashed. Every move he made, I had to make sure there was enough Aether behind my counter that his didn’t overwhelm me. That was combined with measuring my attacks. I wanted to put enough into them without robbing me of … myself. It was like a guessing game, in a sense. And then on top of the Aether trades, we were still fighting with martial moves.”

“That’s quite common. It’s why duels between sorcerers are such a big occasion. You want to win, but you don’t want to spend more than you have to, either. A student of mine compared it to an auction where you couldn’t tell how much your rival was betting.”

“That … fits. There was a moment where I was projecting Aether from my palm for an extended amount of time, like a shield.”

“Really?” Shur’s forehead wrinkled as his eyebrows raised with excitement. “Tell me about it.”

“I didn’t keep it up for long. Every moment, down to the millisecond, I could feel my Aether draining. I put just enough that I thought would stop his assault.”

“Very interesting. How did you know when he was going to stop?”

“I just … did.”

“That’s what they all say, after their first fight. It’s instinct. When you’re wagering something so sacred, it’s impossible to hide,” Shur said. “You learned a lot in that interaction, I imagine, but there’s still more to learn. I’m here to teach you.

“There are essentially four pillars of Aether: power, area, duration, and starting point. Your shield illustrated mainly size and duration, but the remaining qualities are in effect.

“Area is how big something is. Look at the shield you created versus the rays you caught. You may think that your shield cost more than his assault because yours was wider, but you have to keep in mind how far he launched his attack. It’s not simply a two-dimensional equation.

“Next is power: how hard you want to hit something, how intense you want the Aether to be. If you wanted to knock a man off his feet, puncture him, or barely tickle him, all of those have varying costs.”

“You can impale a person with this?” I interrupted.

“Oh yes. It’s not pretty.” Shur’s eyes drifted upwards and seemed to reminisce for a moment. He shook, like a wet dog, and for an instant I worried he was entering into a seizure. He continued his lecture unperturbed.

“Duration is how long you keep spending Aether to create the effect you’re looking for. For example, your shield. The longer you keep it going, the more you’d have to use.

“Now take all these and start combining them. Each one is a multiplier. If you want a strong burst in a small area for only an instant, that cost is moderate. Does that make sense?”

“Yes,” I said, although my head was swimming.

“Let’s look at it with numbers to really illustrate it. Hypothetically, you have one hundred Shards of Aether and each pillar of Aether ranges from one to ten. You’re standing in front of something you really want to destroy, so you need a lot of strength and the minimum amount of area and duration. So you get ten times one times one, which is?” he asked.

“Ten.”

“Ten, yes. Now let’s say that thing is a little bit away. Now you need to make it a ray of Aether, but you want the same amount of strength. On a scale of one to ten, you want a medium amount of area, so a five. What are you spending now?”

“Fifty,” I said, multiplying the area and the strength.

“Good. Now you want to keep it going for a small amount of time, let’s say on our hypothetical scale it’s at a three. Not much, but something. What is it now?”

“One hundred and fifty.”

“Yes. You see how these things escalate quickly. It’s why almost all sorcerers are also trained martially. No one likes to use Aether, especially since you can’t get it back. Some people say that death by steel is just as effective as death by Shattering. What do you think?”

“I think they’re right,” I admitted.

“I agree,” he said.

“What about starting point?”

“The forgotten pillar. It takes some doing, but instead of having the Aether come out of you, you can have it start from somewhere else. If you wanted to call lightning down from the sky, you could. As far as considering how much it’ll cost … that one operates a bit differently. Where the others are multipliers in terms of cost, starting point is more like an exponent. They did teach you about multiplication and exponents in Eilen, yes?”

I nodded, smiling wistfully at my memories of grumbling how I’d never use anything taught in that class, as well as remembering the professor’s burly mustache.

“First off, the tenet of starting point is that the further away from yourself that you generate the Aether, the higher the cost. So, back to our hypothetical where you’re making a death ray for someone you really hate, and for whatever reason, you have it coming from somewhere else. That death ray was going to cost one hundred and fifty Shards. This part gets tricky with the number scale, but let’s just say that on a scale of one to ten, you want it at a three. What’s one-hundred and fifty to the third power?”

I multiplied one fifty by one fifty in my head and got twenty-two thousand and five hundred, a number I wasn’t sure was right. When I tried to multiply that by another one hundred and fifty, my mind boggled at the cost.

“Exactly,” Shur said as he saw my expression. “Rarely used, and almost impossible to use with effectiveness in a combat situation.”

“But if you had enough Aether …” I wondered out loud.

“You could do anything. You could make it rain across the world, or you could blot out the sun with darkness.”

My mind swam with the possibilities. Any folktale that I had read with impossible feats could actually have been possible. The line between fiction and history blurred. Who’s to say that stories about demi-gods weren’t just people with ludicrous amounts of Aether? Or even the gods honored in the Pantheon? My main takeaway was that Aether wasn’t just a resource for study and immediate combat.

Aether was the key to everything in the world.

“Why not teach us this earlier?” I asked. I had seen initiates drift during some of Shur’s lessons, and these were some of the best and brightest students in Usmal. They knew that Aether was powerful, but honestly, it seemed a niche tool. Kill a sorcerer before he can react and it won’t matter how skilled in Shattering they are. Logistics, stealth, and operational expertise were far more important in the real world, or so we thought.

“The premise of using Aether isn’t scientific,” he said, thinking I was asking about the specific elements instead of the promise they entailed. “It’s innate, but has to be focused on, but grasp it too hard and it flies away. It’s contradictory and complex to wield. In a word, it’s magical. If you try to find it while considering its quantities, you’ll never get close.

“The human mind has a tough time accepting two concepts: math and magic. Imagine trying to learn one while keeping the other in mind. No, I save these lessons for when students are ready, and I’m the sole decider of that.”

“At the risk of further confusing myself, is there any way to lessen the costs?” I asked, changing tact.

“Expertise, availability of resources and … well—”

Clacks of firmly placed steps of sharp boots interrupted my teacher and announced Cyn’se as she walked down the stairs. Shur’s look of gratified success faded into the annoyed expression of a man who had been alive too long.

“I pulled him from all assignments,” Cyn’se said to Shur, not bothering to give me a glance.

“Yes, well, he’s not on assignment, is he?”

“He’s suspended from all Vanguard activities.” She held out my pin in her hand, showing it off to him.

The old man didn’t complain. He simply reached to his chest, unpinned his emblem, and tossed it to her as if he was tossing a coin to a beggar. It bounced off her chest and hit the ground. Her frown deepened at the implication.

“As you can see, I am just an old man trying to enlighten a young mind. No Vanguard business here,” Shur said dismissively.

“You overstep your bounds.”

“You put your flag on a castle that doesn’t belong to you.”

“I won’t forget this.” She bent down to collect the pin.

“See that you don’t. I’m a teacher at heart, but I do hate to repeat lessons.”

She left after hearing that statement. Shur slumped down, and told me he was tired and that we’d continue later. He’d already started to snore before I got to the stairs.

I left angry. Not at Shur, but at Cyn’se. I was the one who lost a friend, and just when I had gotten my mind off it for even a moment, she came and ruined it. I had seen a glimpse of further power, the next step of becoming a legend, and she had interrupted that tutelage. I was grasping tools that could keep my friends safe, and she plucked me away like an overgrown weed.

It’s easier to cling to rage than it is to grief. Grief is like a wet cloak that wraps around your body and weighs you down. Rage is like a fire. You may have to burn part of your good nature to keep it burning, but at that time I would have rather burned all my kindness away than continue to mope. I had moped about my parents, Mika, Gare, Malcolm, and now Nu’uk. I was tired of it.

So I clung to rage.

I trained hard that day. It felt good to let my muscles exhaust themselves after the lesson Shur had taught me. I got someone to spar with me with dulled weapons. They lasted three moves before my ferocity caused them to leave. No one else volunteered, so I entered the zen-like state that Jory had shown me when training alone.

The sun went down. I kept training. My mind was empty, my hands were busy, and my feet were quick. I practiced the same set of moves to redundancy. Cross slashes, downward dives, stabs, feints, the works.

The sky turned black. I kept training. I ate. I went to sleep. I woke up. I trained.

I spent four days doing that. Nu’uk plagued my nightmares and one night he even brought Gare and Malcolm with him. They all taunted me. I woke up in a sweat. I trained.

Slowly, that rage faded. It was still there, but the wound was becoming a scab. I chided myself harshly. I was aware that I had signed up for a life with the Vanguards and this hardening of the soul came with the turf, but there’s a significant difference between consciously understanding something and having your feelings reflect it.

I tell you this because I want you to understand why I am the way I am, and consequently, the reason why everything went the way it did.


Interlude VII
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“I won’t be alive much longer,” Redlin mused as he motioned for her to put the quill down.

“Do you say that with relief or anger?” Maya pulled out a loaf of hardened bread, tore it in half, and offered it to the Prisoner. They both ate with masked disgust.

“Relief, I think. A bit of surprise, maybe. It still feels surreal.”

“Thinking about running away?”

Redlin’s chuckle was soft and colored with warmth. “No, it’s been a long journey. I want this.”

“I’ve been doing this a long time, longer than you’d think by my age. I think everyone wants to get caught for their misdeeds, to an extent.”

“I would have argued that point in my youth, especially as a Hunter. I had to scrape, bribe, beat, and stalk to get to my marks. But now, as I look back on it, I can’t help but agree. All the mistakes were intentional on some unconscious level.”

“I suppose that Siegel would be the antithesis of this equation.”

“He did what he thought was right.”

“Murder?” Maya asked with a tint of surprise.

“Is it murder to attack someone who’s trying to capture you? If bandits accosted us on the road and we killed them, no one would bat an eye.” Redlin sighed and finished the bread. “But that’s not what I’m talking about anyway.”

“Back to cryptic cynicality, huh?”

Redlin snorted, his laugh less gentle and more bemused. “I suppose I’m drawn to it. Doesn’t make for good stories though.”

“Neither does sulking.”

“I didn’t think it was so bad.” Redlin shrugged.

“Typical—a storyteller who hates his own work, but eager to defend it from the attacks of others.”

“So easy to judge. Tell me, why do you think the Archon chose you?”

“We’re here to talk about you, not me,” Maya protested.

“I have a vested interest in hearing about you. Besides, my throat is dry from talking so much.”

“I’m comfortable with silence.”

Redlin had the faintest touch of a wince before it washed away.

“What was that?” Maya asked, somewhere between a laugh and indignation.

“Nothing, just reminded me of something an old friend of mine used to say. But don’t think about that, tell me about why he chose you.”

“What do I get out of it?”

“A successful mission. I can wait to tell the Archon the rest of this story to his face, if I live that long.”

“You’d use my ambition against me?”

“Always. If my tale isn’t a testament to the price of ambition, then maybe this will serve as a lesson instead,” Redlin said.

“Your gambit has failed then. I don’t mind telling you because I can answer your question with seven words: I’m the best damn Inquisitor in Usmal.”

“So, you haven’t learned the cost of ambition or pride.” Redlin shook his head wistfully. “But you misunderstood my question. Why did he choose you to be an Inquisitor in the first place?”

Maya bore the wince Redlin had just worn. Her brow furrowed as memories of her childhood flooded her. Bare feet on castle stone, disdained looks, and an overworked mother. The smell of sage.

“My mother was a maid in the Archon’s keep. I was the only non-noble child allowed to live in the keep. I guess I’ve always been special.” A bitter chuckle escaped from her lips. “The other kids never liked me. They’d call me names. ‘Dirty-blood’ in particular is one thing that stuck, mostly because of my mother’s occupation, but it also hit on how I don’t have a father. They thought themselves terribly clever.

“So, that’s how life was. I learned to avoid them. My mother was busy all the time and avoided me like I avoided the others. I still blame her. I understand that I’m the cause of much resentment in her life, the never-ending reminder of how different her life could have been, but it doesn’t change how I feel. One time she got drunk and she said that she saw the eyes of my father in me. Wasn’t my choice.

“With no companionship available, I turned to books. Like you at the libraries of Eilen. They were my companions for my formative years, and there was always one figure that stuck with me: Victarine dan Teufel. She was what I inspired to be: tough, smart, and a bringer of justice, in any way imaginable.

“One day, an older man asked me what I was reading. I told him I was reading about Victarine. He laughed and said that was one of his favorites as well. I wasn’t well versed in holding sociable conversations, but talking about books made it easy. We talked for hours, until a messenger came to get him. Before he left, he asked me if that’s something I’d want to do. I nodded. The next day the spymaster met with me. Turns out that old man was the Archon’s uncle. He put in a good word for me and they brought me into the business. Twelve hard years later, here I am.” She added a small flourish and bow at the end.

Redlin looked thoughtful throughout the story. While his own face was typically devoid of life when he talked about himself, he was animated when Maya spoke. Stricken by an intense sadness, but still, alive.

“Not a lot of people know those stories,” Maya said in the voice of one leaving a trance.

“Yeah, well.” Redlin held up manacled hands. “I won’t be alive much longer to tell them.”

“Thank Reign for small mercies.”

Redlin smiled, a small, sad smile.

“Thank you, for that,” he said seriously.

“Now will you continue your story? I can’t risk failure.”

“Of course. Last we left off, I’d been training for four days after failing to capture Siegel …”


Chapter 34 - Resisting for the Sake of Resistance
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It wasn’t the gentle touch of Yuna, the rough grab of Eran, or the silent gaze of Juck that woke me out of that mindless state. Nor was it the familiar cadence of Rohan or a bolt of divine inspiration. It was a re-establishment of responsibilities.

Sometimes, when we’re in a rut, or depressed, the best way out is by doing something. And that’s what my team offered.

“Come on,” Eran said after my morning training session. He was flanked by Yuna, who stood just as combatively as he did.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“Come on,” he repeated.

He marched the three of us up to Cyn’se, who was in the middle of sipping a cup of steaming tea and reading reports from senior Hunters.

“Eran. Yuna,” she said casually.

Eran took his pin off and slammed it on the desk beside her reports. The papers and ink pot jumped half an inch at the impact. Yuna gently placed hers next to his. Cyn’se’s eyebrows lowered and I cringed internally. They couldn’t possibly know that Shur had made a similar gesture, but I knew that she wouldn’t take kindly to the same gesture being repeated.

“We’re not doing any more missions until he’s reinstated,” Eran said.

“Fine.” She swept the pins off the desk. “See yourselves out before I have you escorted out. This tower is supposed to be for Vanguards only.”

We left, each of us holding clenched breaths. We held it together, but when we got out, the shakes started. Eran crossed his arms and tried to contain his emotions. Yuna was about to start hyperventilating. I, however, felt a sudden bolt of jubilation at not only their stubbornness, but also the fact they had stuck with me when they were terrified. The first positive signs of my goal of never being abandoned again.

“So, lunch?” I asked.

-

At Yuna’s request, we went to a place that served meat pies and porridge. I think we were all looking for the level of comfort that only a meat pie, and possibly a hearty soup, could provide.

It was a run-down establishment, which fit since we were technically now just three unemployed, homeless teenagers. Stripped of our Vanguard status, we had no prestige, no fuck-you capabilities. It was freeing, in its own way.

“Why’d you do it?” I asked both of them. “I’m all for signs of loyalty, but that took a lot of bravery.”

“What happened to Nu’uk wasn’t your fault,” Eran said. He was more reserved and quiet than usual. His introspection was haunting. “I wasn’t able to stop Siegel, and that sorcery left me laid out. Yet I still have my pin. Didn’t seem right.”

“At least you were knocked unconscious. I could have left Nu’uk and gone after Siegel. That’s the basis of my suspension, anyway.”

“And leave Nu’uk? You made the right call, Cyn’se be damned. And ‘could have’ is better than ‘couldn’t have’. I’ve spent my whole life training to face down Apostates and Reapers, and in that moment, I couldn’t. I won’t fail again.”

“We may not get the chance,” I joked, trying to play down the resolve written on his face. It had no effect. He wanted me to feel the weight of his promise, and feel it I did.

“I can’t work with more bullies,” Yuna blurted out. The words felt like she had to force them out, but she maintained her candor. “After Mord, I promised myself that I wouldn’t be cowed around by someone like her. I helped him too. I was starting to … never mind, but seeing what she did to you after Nu’uk … I just won’t work with someone who treats their allies like that. I won’t.

“You’re a good man, Redlin. You sat by Nu’uk when he was … you know. You didn’t fight the scarred boy at the party. You defended me from Mord. If you’re not allowed in, then none of us should be.”

I felt a pang of regret at her words, about misleading her on the Mord situation. The lie I had spun after was out of self-preservation, but my stance as morally superior was up for questioning. Allowing Gare to have been bullied may have been a grey area, but condemning him with falsities was beyond question. Combining the way I had handled Mord, I had nothing left but promises of “I’ll do better down the road”. Which, of course I wouldn’t, but at least I had the foresight to lie to myself.

“Thank you,” I said seriously. “You’re better friends than I deserve, and better Vanguards than Usmal deserves. If the world was full of souls like you, life would be much better.”

There was no embarrassment at the sentiments, even as we ate at a run-down restaurant while equipped with only censure from our employer. The location and our status didn’t matter, only the promise we made to each other.

“If we are kicked out of the Vanguards … what will you do?” I asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe I’ll see if the priests will take me. I’ve dealt with the Herald of Tidur before, and I could see myself following him,” Yuna said.

“I couldn’t do priesthood. I guess I’d go hunt down Reapers on my own, or die trying,” Eran said.

“What is the deal with you and those people?” I asked.

He ground his teeth for a moment. There was an internal conflict going on between angered discipline, unwilling to tell his secret, and a desire to be honest with his allies. When he made his decision, he somehow looked infinitely more relieved and infinitely conflicted.

“My parents were Reaped. Everything about them was stolen. They don’t get to move on to the afterlife; instead they have to live on inside their murderer. All because he wanted more power. I’ll never stop hunting them. They have to be expunged from this cruel, cruel world. I have to kill him.”

“I’m so sorry, Eran,” I said. Yuna placed a comforting hand on his shoulder. He held back tears through rage at the memories, but surrounded by kindness, he slipped. Tears streamed down his face openly. He didn’t sob, but they were powerful, glistening marks on his face.

“Hold it together, bitch,” someone said from across the room. He was a rough-looking man, big and layered with muscle. His face had the weathered look of old leather, and his fists were calloused.

He was a dead man.

Before Eran and Yuna could process what was happening and try to stop me, I had leapt from my seat and was striding across the room.

“You his boyfriend?” he asked when I was three strides away. “Gotta defend—”

I cleared the rest of the distance before he could finish his statement. The first thing I did was put both my hands around his head and slam it into the table. Maybe he wasn’t expecting it because of my age, maybe he wasn’t prepared for how quick I’d be, but he didn’t even brace his neck. His head hit the table hard enough to make the dishes and glasses on it jump and shatter on the ground.

Dazed, he tried to pull back and lift his head back up. I let him. When he was fully upright, I slammed his head into the table again. The man pushed the table to try to get some distance between us. I dodged, sidestepping both to the right and forward, and heard it crash behind me. That close to him, I was able to launch two quick punches before he could recover his posture. He was sleeping on the beer-sticky floor, gently snoring, despite the violent way he had arrived at his destination.

Someone grabbed me from behind. I was able to quickly process that it wasn’t Yuna or Eran, so I slammed the back of my head into the person’s face. I heard “Ah fuck, my bloody nose is broken,” in a nasally voice and felt him release my wrists. I turned, launched a right hook for good measure, and then took in the rest of the scene.

The brawl was brewing like a storm. Angry patrons, disgruntled employees, and men simply down on their luck were looking for something to hit. Most of them had set their sights on my companions and I, but a few settled for whoever was next to them.

I offered a quickly mouthed “sorry” to my companions before charging into the first man dumb enough to approach me.

-

We stood at the bar amidst a litter of unconscious bodies. All told, there were thirteen men and women strewn about. Most of them were out cold but a few groaned and prayed with practiced patheticness. Our hands hurt, but we had earned the drink. I had located a bottle of gin and three glasses.

We toasted to our success.

It felt good to fight like that. Beating on untrained men, letting our anger out on those that didn’t deserve it but offered themselves up anyway. We did it for Nu’uk, for our suspension, our resentment for being bullied, our hate and trauma at seeing our parents Reaped. We’d been like gods in the fray, they the sacrificial lambs.

Near the bottom of the glass was when three imperial guards entered.

They took in the scene and operated quickly, which I have to give them credit for. Two drew steel and approached cautiously while one stayed back to give directions.

“Hands on the bar, don’t even think about reaching for anything,” he commanded. He reminded me of Asher with his air of authority.

I finished my drink and complied. Yuna and Eran followed suit. Roughly, one pushed my face into the bar and bound my hands with chains, not unlike my current predicament.

When they had all of us in manacles, they led us through the streets. Despite the sun being blindingly bright after being in the dim bar for so long, I giggled drunkenly.

“What are you laughing about?” one of the guards asked.

“A man walks into a bar,” I started.

He pushed me, and with my chin up and my chest out, I felt like I was being baptized by the sun. The rays were washing everything away. I had betrayed friends, even seen some of them die, and gotten stripped of my station, and yet, I was pure. I was standing in the sunshine and everything in the world was right.

He pushed me again to get me moving and the feeling washed away.

-

We ended up passing by the Vanguard building while being walked to the prison. Eran and I had a good chuckle at it. Eventually, they led us to the colosseum. I was feeling decently upbeat about our chances of success in fighting for our freedom. I knew that some prisoners were given that option, especially for more minor crimes.

It turns out that the imperial prisons are beneath the colosseum, which dashed my hopes of a quick resolution. At the very least, we were given our own private cell for the three of us. They even did us the service of removing our chains, although they did take our weapons.

“From hunting prisoners to being them,” I mused.

“The Tome warns against people turning into what they seek to destroy,” Yuna said.

It’d be only a few years before that became even more true for me.

A few hours passed while our buzz faded away. The reality of our situation slowly dawned on us, but we clung to the optimism that can only come from youth. There were a few half-earnest attempts at using conversation to pass the time, but the more we talked, the more it ate away at our ability to deny the situation. We receded into our minds and waited in that cell.

Before the flickers of flame and shadow could begin to play tricks on us, an Inquisitor came to collect us. He was dressed in a combination of leathers, armor, and comfortable clothes, and he was more well groomed than anyone else in the prison. His entire presence there screamed of brighter futures and escapes, if only we bowed to the Archon’s will. It’s a clever trick, one you still use today.

He led us through the halls while we ignored the desperate begging of men who claimed they were falsely condemned. He offered the convicts the cold regard of the rich walking past beggars and the afflicted.

After a short walk, we ended up in a room with luxurious, red carpeting, a table that had enough food for ten, and a warm, roaring fire.

“Someone will be along shortly,” the Inquisitor said before leaving.

“Think it’s poisoned?” I asked after he left.

“Shh, they’re probably listening,” Yuna said shakily.

“If they are, then they won’t be able to hassle us over doubting their morality.”

“These are Inquisitors,” Yuna whispered. “The spies of the empire. They can torture people with impunity, if they think it’d be in the best interest of Usmal.”

“So, you do think it’s poisoned,” I whispered back.

A polite knocking rapped against the door. An older man, dressed in velvety red robes, entered. He had an air of allure about him, like a mythical librarian who knew the secrets of the universe.

“Three young adults with a bright future walk into a bar,” he started.

“I feel like I’ve heard this one before,” I said.

“It’s one I’ve heard many times over the years, myself. I’m always curious to see how it ends.”

“How’d the last one go?”

“They let the future slip away and they ended up in a cell. They work in Lower City now. Not my favorite ending.”

“Which one is your favorite?”

“The one where the three young Vanguards work with me to make sure this …” He paused to make sure we were all giving him our full attention. “… indiscretion doesn’t happen again.”

“I like the end of that one,” I said and sat down at the table. I grabbed a green apple, rubbed it on my cloak, and bit into it. I hid my grimace as I realized I had rubbed grime from my clothes onto it, but damn it if I was going to give away the casual persona I had just worked to achieve. “What happens in the middle?”

He sat down across from me, a gentle, beguiling smile on his lips. His eyes were kind, but sharp, like a cat encouraging a mouse to get closer.

“Well, the crown, the Vanguards, and the Pantheon are all meant to be allies. If you could assist us in passing along notes every once in a while, I’m sure we could put this past us.”

“You want us to disclose secrets?”

“I’d like to keep an open line of communication between allies.”

“So you approach three young members after a mite of trouble, making sure their superiors don’t know,” I said, more of a statement than a question. “No deal, Inquisitor.”

“I approach three young adults, old enough to be tried as such, recently kicked out of their organization, who have caused more than ‘a mite of trouble’,” he responded.

“I think we’ll take our chances with the courts,” I said.

“I hope you’re not found guilty. Who knows, maybe one of the poor, innocent people you ruthlessly attacked will die while receiving care. You’d go on trial for murder, and then who would avenge Eran’s parents?”

Eran’s eyes narrowed. A growl escaped him.

“And think about Yuna’s parents, the shame they’d feel.”

She put a hand to her mouth to cover her gasp.

“And that’d surely close the book on the tale of Redlin of the Wolves. I doubt anyone would remember you.” He mimicked the way I had casually eaten an apple. I was feeling the pressure, not only from my team members, but from my own soul. I held strong, but my resolve was beginning to falter.

“But, of course, all of that could be avoided. If you’re allowed back into the Vanguards, which I doubt, there’s no harm in trying to pass along information that you think would save lives, is there? And if you’re not allowed in, well, the Archon is looking for good house guards, especially if they’ve been trained in Aether. Your order keeps the learned oh-so close to the chest.”

“For good reason,” Asher said, announcing himself with the words. They were spoken firmly, like a priest condemning sin. “I’m beginning to suspect you had this lot taken in on false pretenses.”

“Their tavern brawl was a large one. I’m not above pulling in someone for questioning, but your hounds slipped the leash and were causing chaos across the city.”

“Who’s to say they aren’t instilling order amidst the common populace?” Asher asked as he sat down. “I’ve been in that place before. Not the cleanest, or most orderly, place in Fymdell.”

“That begs the question, what were your Vanguards doing there in the first place? If you’re saying that they didn’t get out of your control, it stands to reason that you sent them there intentionally, Lord Vanguard. Why would you want to do something like that?” the Inquisitor said as he offered two goblets of wine.

“First you try to steal our members, now you pry at our missions?” Asher tutted twice and wagged his finger, but still took the wine.

“Perhaps this isn’t a conversation that the newest members of your organization should hear,” the Inquisitor said.

“Agreed,” Asher grunted. “Wait for us outside.”

Yuna and Eran bowed and turned on their heels, but I remained seated. They turned back to me and gestured for me to follow, but I didn’t. I nodded to them and sent them on their way.

“Maybe you’ve forgotten, but you’re new as well,” Asher whispered.

“He has a knife in his sleeve,” I said, loud enough for all three of us to hear.

Both Asher and the Inquisitor paused at my words. I expected them to dive across the table and get into a knife fight, but they chuckled and both drank.

“I’m a spymaster, boy. I wouldn’t be very good at my job if I didn’t,” the Inquisitor stated.

“I’m a Vanguard. I wouldn’t be very good at my job if I left my master in danger,” I said.

“He can stay,” Asher announced with finality.

“Fine. Let’s quit calling the whore a lady and call a spade a spade, yes? This wasn’t a planned event, at least I hope not. The Archon and his supporters are already perturbed by the growing amount of power that both you and the Pantheon seem to employ without deliberation. If you’re acting without foresight or strategy, well.” The Inquisitor paused and re-poured the two goblets of wine. He offered one to Asher, who gracefully accepted. “Events like this aren’t helping. We are supposed to be partners, stewarding Usmal towards a better future, but lately, the powers of both the church and the Vanguards have eclipsed the powers of the government.”

“You make a mistake that annoys me to no end. The crown thinks we collude with the Pantheon; the Pantheon thinks we have secret deals with you. Truthfully, we operate as we always have: in the shadows. Our glories are great, true, but we don’t play the political game like the two of you do.”

“Oh, really?”

“Really. Truthfully, I suspect it’s always been this way. Each of the three powers thinks they’re the most powerless, handcuffed by not only society, but each other. Each also suspects that the other two collude against them. When you overstep, it’s for the good of the nation. When they overstep, they’re obviously out for power and blood, nothing else.”

“I’d agree with you, if I was younger,” the Inquisitor said. “What happened to us, Asher? We were young once, weren’t we? Free of paranoia?”

“Never. It seems that way, but we were always cynical. Young? Aye, maybe back then, but ‘free of paranoia’? No.”

“Be that as it may, things truly are changing. I don’t know how much the Vanguards have to do with it, but something big is coming. The Speakers and the Heraldry are circling the wagons, spreading misinformation, and bolstering their coffers.”

“You’ve let your doubts run over you, my friend. Pains me to admit it, but I fear you’ve gone blind after spending so long in the dark.”

“Maybe I’ll have to jail your promising recruits to make you see reason, make you discuss this with me.”

“All this over a drunken bar brawl?” Asher asked into the goblet.

“You’re well aware that it’s not just that.”

“I’m aware that the Archon wouldn’t want this situation to garner any more attention. You can threaten them with jail, I’ll threaten to announce that the Inquisition is grandstanding and has falsely accused holy warriors and had them imprisoned. It’s a losing battle for you, and for Usmal, but one we’re not afraid to fight. The people will side with who they think is right, and we both know it’s not you.” He stood up suddenly.

“I want to clear up two things, before we leave,” Asher said. “First, we work with the Pantheon and with the crown. You seek to paint us as the priests’ partners, but we are not, or at least, not to the extent you allege. Second, if the relationship with the crown gets stressed, maybe we’ll be forced to strengthen our holdings elsewhere. I recognize it’s a tough position, thinking that your power slips away and into the hands of the zealots, but let’s just continue to work together for the good of the empire, how about that?”

They shook hands. Even from my vantage point I could see them trying to break each other. The Inquisitor left with the same gentle but hungry expression I had seen earlier. Asher waited for him to leave before pocketing some fruit and heading for the door.

I opened my mouth to speak.

“Not one word until we’re on home ground,” Asher commanded.

We marched on, and though my hands were unbound, I felt just as much a prisoner in that moment as I had when we were on our way to the cells.


Chapter 35 - Terms and Conditions
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Asher’s stress and resentment gradually fled his body the further away from the Inquisitor’s room we got. While he wasn’t happy, he was back to his stoic self. The more casual he got, the more worried the three of us became. We were becoming desperate for anger, accusations, punishment, any sign of acknowledgement. We didn’t get it.

He marched us into the basement where we had spent so many hours with Shur. With a gesture, he bade us sit. We did, and he left.

The silence in the room was like the silence in the prison. At that moment, I wished I had my liuyedao. We do our work in the shadows, Asher had said. Would that include killing unruly, trained recruits? If we weren’t allowed back into the ranks, we’d be Apostates at best, even if we never practiced Shattering, and that was not something that the order could abide, especially if the criminals originated from the Vanguards themselves.

The door swiveled open violently. Light filtered in from above us. The three leaders of the Vanguards walked down the stairs. They were armed with weapons and solemn expressions.

“Redlin of the Wolves, Yuna of the Foxes, Eran Cinidia,” Asher announced with dread in his voice. Each name was like being stabbed.

“The three of you have done well.”

We all exhaled at once.

“Shunned by the order and facing a choice between prison and freedom, you stood fast. You protected the order, and her secrets. Temptation incarnate stood in front of you, and you spat in its face. We welcome you back in, with full return to duty, effective immediately.”

“Don’t celebrate too early,” Cyn’se cut in, still with an edge in her voice.

“Your first duty is to master the basis of Shattering. Until all three of you can summon it on command, that is your sole duty,” Shur said. Both he and Cyn’se left.

“Welcome back.” Asher tossed us our pins. We put them on greedily. “And don’t get into bar fights again.”

-

Despite reclaiming the responsibilities that we had missed, we proceeded to ignore them immediately. While we had made promises to each other, gone through a mildly harrowing trial, and we were closer than ever, we desperately needed to get a break from each other. So, that’s what we did. I found an unoccupied rooftop and let the world fade away.

In order to escape the concepts of fighting, death, political intrigue, and the perils of magic, I decided to read. Of course, since I mostly read fantasy, I didn’t get that break. At the very least, the protagonists made it look worth it in the end.

I wish the fantasy books were the true tales. Speaking from personal experience, they’re not. Ends are messy. The prince gets the princess and they live happily ever after, until fertility issues, affairs, and political tensions cause one of them to jump off a high tower. A life of magic and fighting like that is one of sleepless nights and plagued days.

There’s no such thing as a true epilogue.

-

I gathered up my squadmates at dawn the next day. They woke with groans and complaints, but we had stood on the precipice of irrelevance. I wasn’t willing to stand along that edge again, and they weren’t either. We’d had our day of rest. Fate was in our hands, all we had to do was clench our fists.

I gathered them and led them to the roof while they rubbed their eyes. “Master your Aether” was the instruction, and I decided I was the teacher. I had woken up even earlier to make small preparations: a collection of loose stones and a torch.

“Control it and I’ll let you get breakfast,” I said.

Both held out palms in the direction of their elemental counterpart. I waited with bated breath. Nothing happened. They let their arms fall. I sat.

“Control it and I’ll let you get breakfast,” I repeated.

“This is bullshit,” Eran said.

“Then quit.”

They tried again. They failed again. I took out a piece of bread from my cloak. It was still warm and fresh, providing a nice aroma as it steamed against the morning air. They turned to me. I snapped my fingers for dramatic effect and commanded my Aether to give them the weakest breeze I could manage. I figured I could teach myself at the same time, and I applied Shur’s lessons to real life examples. Minimized strength over a moderate area with no duration and a starting point from my palm. All in all, something that should have a low cost, and the theory was right. The cost was so low that I didn’t even regret burning the resource, which was a first for me.

They got the message between the bread, snap, and gust, and went back to focusing on trying to use their will to bend reality.

The sun rose.

They had given up a few times, and each time I snapped and summoned a gust. I felt the air crackle with energy around both of them once, and I congratulated each of them after they lost it. Progress deserved recognition, and I wasn’t there to break spirits.

The sun claimed its spot at the zenith of the sky like a king claiming his throne.

For our morning, we’d achieved the very smallest bit of progress. I dismissed them to go get lunch and return in an hour. I had no idea how Shur had managed to stay patient with us while we stumbled all over ourselves trying to complete simple tasks. That was the moment I learned that I would never be a teacher. I smiled bitterly, thinking about Gare and his dreams of being a teacher. If he knew the fate that I had prevented him from chasing then he might have even thanked me. My bitter smile fell. I grew tired of the rooftop.

“Who are you thinking of?” Rohan asked as I entered.

“What?” I asked dumbly.

“You have this specific expression you get sometimes. It’s sad, nostalgic, and self-hating. If it’s only one or two then it could be anything, but when it’s all three, I know you’re thinking of someone.”

“Oh. I was thinking about Gare,” I admitted.

“I think about him sometimes too. Maybe he wouldn’t have resorted to thieving if we had been kinder to him.” Rohan sighed with anger. “But we were getting closer. Even him and Malcolm were bonding. And then he lost his hand. Ah well, guess the wolves of Balin have robbed more futures than just his.”

“I can’t put the blame squarely on the wolf.”

“Then put the rest on Gare. Life dealt him a shitty hand of cards and he threw them away instead of trying to play. You didn’t do anything to him,” Rohan said as he clasped my shoulder and left.

I used my silence to bury the lie further.

-

When Eran and Yuna returned, I awaited them with a lit torch and a pile of stones.

“I want to try something different. Yuna, your instinct is defensive. Eran, yours is offensive. Focus on that. When you see an arrow coming towards you, how would you block it? Hit it with a projectile? Raise a shield? Ask yourself that question, and clear your mind of anything else.”

As soon as I said it, I threw two knives. I had gone out of my way to make sure they were dulled, but oh, how they gleamed in the sunlight. Yuna raised her hand from the ground upward, and a wave of flame rose in her wake. The knife bounced off it and glowed red.

Eran punched the air, his fist a challenge to the knife. No Aether usage occurred. The dulled knife hit his arm and clattered to the ground. The sign of his failure hit the ground with a metallic clank.

“Good job, Yuna. How do you feel?” I asked.

“Tired,” she said. She was lying; she looked absolutely exhilarated, but I remembered the first time I had used my Aether. It was exciting, but feeling your essence, the soul that makes you you, get drained and leak out into the world is conflicting. “Tiring” isn’t the right word, but I’ll be damned if I do know the proper one.

“Go get some rest,” I assured her. I wasn’t sure if she could do it on command, but it was a start. Eran, however, looked more and more pissed off the further Yuna got.

“It’s just not fair,” he said.

“What’s not fair?”

“You and me were some of the last ones to get in touch with it. We had to fight to the death to get there. And now, you’re way beyond me, and Yuna just left me behind. It’s not fair. I’m trying, Redlin.”

“Try harder,” I challenged.

He took three anger-fueled steps and closed the distance between us.

“Fuck you! I look at the stones, I try, and they don’t move. They’re fucking rocks, only an idiot would think they can move because I want them to.”

“Then quit.”

“You don’t think I want to?” He stomped the ground. “But I need this! If I had your power, I’d have already left to kill him!”

“Eran,” I interrupted.

“No! You preach like a master but I see behind the charade. You’re scared, just like me.”

“Eran,” I said again.

“And another thing! You’re—”

“Eran!” I exclaimed and pointed at the pile of rocks. Two had been launched off the roof, which he hadn’t seen, but two more floated and awaited his command.

“Holy shit,” he said. They faltered and fell, but still, Eran beamed with excitement. He didn’t care about the Shards he had spent, so deep was he in his elation.

“You did it, and I forgive you.”

-

The next two days were spent training and honing their Shattering. I explained the four pillars and had them demonstrate their growing capabilities. We even got into a small practice duel so they could see them in effect.

During those two days, I got the feeling that Yuna had a smaller pool of Aether, but a stronger aptitude at using it efficiently. Eran had a larger pool, but his lack of focus was causing his usage to be wasteful—sloppy. They were yin and yang, as they frequently were, and training them in something I wasn’t exactly confident in was a challenge. But, I still made a brave face of it. The academics of Shattering was something I taught with ease, while the mystical nature was something I taught with unearned confidence. Fake it ‘till you make it.

While discussing the four pillars, I introduced my hypothesis. My theory was that there were six, and that’s what I told them. I was wrong. There’s seven.

Power, area, duration, and starting point. The core four.

Skill is the fifth. A master can use Aether more efficiently than a novice, and as a result, achieve greater effect for less Aether.

Availability of the resource is the sixth. Aether can generate these resources, but if they’re already around, you can save some energy there. Air is almost always available. Other than fighting on boats, earth is also readily in reach. Water can be a difficult one, but in a pinch, you can summon it from the moisture in the air to try to cut some costs. Fire is the hardest to generate, and the hardest to control, of the four common styles. Oxygen in the air burns, so you need to generate a spark and then control the flames. Can’t let them go out, but can’t let them burn you either.

These six methods I had figured out for myself, but there was yet one more way to Shatter more efficiently. The last one, the seventh, the one Shur was holding back on explaining. A dangerous secret, and a powerful resource.

Jory taught me the blade, Shur taught me the final method. Don’t hate either of them; they could not have known how I’d use their methods.


Chapter 36 - The Contract
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“Yuna, light the torches, if you’d be so kind,” Shur instructed. Twin flames erupted from her hands, small bursts that traveled quickly and lit the wicks.

“That’s better,” Shur said. “Eran, could you kindly use a pebble to put out one of those flames? They were brighter than I expected.”

A small stone flew and doused the candle wick.

“Thank you. I’m going to have to sign you to secrecy on this. If you try to tell anyone, even other Vanguards who haven’t completed this step, then you will be killed,” Shur said with an amount of seriousness that was unlike him. I got the feeling that he wasn’t threatening us, but watching out for the three of us. A warning, one not to be taken lightly. “If you have any reservations about that, leave now.”

“We’re ready, master Shur,” I said. My companions nodded emphatically beside me.

“There’s five core gods: Reign, god of light; Balin, god of ice; Odis, god of earth; Tidur, god of fire; and Samira, goddess of storms. They have power beyond comprehension, and people worship them. You may have noticed that most forms of Aether take the structure of one of the latter four. That’s natural. Common. Most people instinctively find themselves, and their Aether, aligning with the god they worship, or at least, the god they’re closest to.

“Redlin, you’re a small exception. If you’d been closer to the capital, they would have determined your aptitude and likely sent you to Jaeg, but you ended up in Eilen. Before we go any further, I have to ask: would you rather be associated with Samira or Balin?”

I thought of what Allesandra would want me to say. She sent me here to be an ally for Balin, and she’d never done anything to hurt me. She was the one who boosted me to the ranks of the Vanguards, and without her political sway I’d likely be soldiering with Malcolm and Lyra. She made me promise that I wouldn’t betray the wolf.

“The gods are greedy. Guess I’ll take my luck with Samira.”

If the gods were greedy, I didn’t see any reason I couldn’t be.

“Glad to hear it, but I’d be particularly careful about blasphemy right now. You’re about to meet them.”

“Meet who?” Eran asked, stupefied.

“You, Eran, will be meeting Odis.”

“Odis, god of earth?”

“Do you know another one?”

“No, but … why? How?”

“They reside in a plane that we call ‘Limbo’. You’re going to enter a contract with one of them.”

“Why?” I followed up.

“Samira controls the winds and the storms. Once you sign up with her, she’ll help you with summoning your Aether. It’ll reduce the costs of Shattering.”

“What do they want in return?”

“Well, between the four of us, the gods are indeed greedy. Be honest with them, negotiate, but do not disrespect them. Trust your gut,” Shur said before he started drawing on the ground.

He drew a complete circle in chalk. Its white texture reminded me of the walls of Eilen. After completing the first etching, he took out a slab of black stone that had been cut into a square and put it in the center of his drawing. Each point hit the white barrier. On top of the stone, he sprinkled blue dust into a triangle. Then he pricked his thumb and drew a line of blood from the bottom of the circle to the top.

“Redlin, if you’d step into the circle.”

I did so. I stepped gingerly into it, my feet spaced out across the line.

“Well, good luck,” Shur said. I felt a slight rush of Aether exude from him. The circle became lit in a purple hue. I felt myself being dragged to a new place, an unholy place.

And then I was in Limbo.

-

I recognized it immediately. I was high above the ground with nothing at my feet, but I did not fall. Far, far below me were the grey beaches and red seas I had dreamed of. To say I was in the sky would be untrue. I was in the void, in nothing at all. This was a dead realm.

“So, you’ve come to sell me your soul.”

The voice was deeply melodious, slightly feminine, and greatly amused. When she spoke, the grey that permeated the area turned lavender. The void that surrounded me was cluttered with rubble and debris that drifted lazily, like a snow globe that had been shaken. In the center of this birthed sky sat two massive, golden eyes. The gilded irises saw me, all of me, all of my soul, and regarded my being with the impassivity of a tax collector.

“Not all of it,” I corrected. I don’t know where the words, or the bravery, came from. I didn’t feel overwhelmed or fearful. The only thing I felt was the slightest amount of mirthfulness. Once I had set my eyes on becoming a Vanguard, nothing had gotten in my way. What was a god to a non-believer?

Gentle, warm laughter rumbled through the realm, the laugh of a grandfather, and it loosely jostled the nothing I stood on. The eyes mimicked the playfulness.

“I do so love to bargain. You’re familiar with the tale of Jovian, I trust?” the voice asked. It came from everywhere and nowhere.

Before I could answer, the pair of eyes shrunk and swiveled suddenly, and they instantly transported behind me. The weight of their peering felt like a spear being drilled into my back, but I remained standing.

“Can’t be ambitious and stupid,” I said as I recollected the story of Jovian the Heretic.

Once again, the eyes appeared before me, closer now. I felt the heat radiating off them as they got closer. I felt the delighted, yet vicious, inquisition of the god. The golden orbs were like the eyes of a hawk.

“Jovian was never stupid, just uninformed,” the voice said. Its tone was now neutral, devoid of any hints.

“Going against you is always foolish,” I announced.

More rumbling laughter, less generous, but louder. The eyes backed away from me, growing once again. Not quite to the size that they were when they originally appeared, but still a size that eclipsed the moon.

“Ah, so he knows how to flatter! But what does he seek? And what does he offer?”

“I want to be your Herald,” I said simply. The words were offered with no hesitation, no pride, and no shame. No fucking fear. In my confidence, I betrayed the knowledge offered by Allesandra. “I want to put you in a position where, other than Reign, you are considered the greatest of the gods.”

“And just who are you to pursue this?” The eyes narrowed slightly. Chiding laughter.

“Redlin. Redlin of the Wolves.”

“Redlin …” the voice said slowly, tasting the words, tasting the sound. “A name that has power, but ‘of the Wolves’? That’s one of Balin’s. You come to my domain, request Heraldry, and taunt me with prestige that’s not yours to offer? Tell me, what makes you so worthy? Tell me why I shouldn’t just Reap you here and now.”

A note of anger flavored the timbre of the words, flaring on certain sounds. The eyes narrowed into a half glare. The nothingness I stood on cracked. The other nothingness, the lack around me, felt heavier and also more scarce, a deeper layer of void. The lavender sky darkened to a color so shaded it was almost black. Yet I stood. No fucking fear.

“No,” I said.

The eyes widened ever so slightly. The skies lightened, returning back to a brighter purple, and the nothingness yielded its constricting grasp. The base I stood on was solid, the cracks stopped in their place. Most importantly, the eyes were pleased. Once again, gentle, raucous laughter surrounded me.

“Well enough, Redlin. I’ve already peered into your soul. I see the promise, the potential, and you stand tall in the face of wrath. I can overlook your moniker. After all, a name is just a name. I think you’ll make a fine Herald.”

The eyes turned small, as small as my own, and were now resting a few mere feet away from my own. The heat they put out was blistering, and their brightness overwhelming. For a moment, I tried to match the stare, but I couldn’t keep it. The heat and the luster were divine, too much for a mere mortal to handle. My own eyes burned in distress. I closed them, tried to cover them with a hand in front. It did nothing.

“But, we have not yet agreed on my price,” Samira said. The voice was no longer surrounding me, but one within my own head. She had made refuge in my brain, was resting inside of it. The sweltering heat was still assaulting me, but this assault, this invasion of my own mind was worse. I felt violated down to the core of my soul.

But I did not buckle. I stood. My legs were strong, my back was straight. I withstood the internal and external assaults. I was tainted, but not broken. I blotted out thoughts of pain or surrender, covered them with thoughts of glory, thoughts of Mika, thoughts of a beach lit only by moonlight, gentle waves crashing into it. I was alone, inside of a dark sky and dangling above darker waters.

“Yield your soul, mortal,” her voice said.

“No,” I managed to whisper. The words were gritted out through clenched teeth, but they were so loud in that void.

The heat rose. What was already overpowering heat was now livid burning. Small pieces of my face flaked off and burned to ash before they hit the ground.

“Give me half,” Samira compromised. It was as good a deal as a goddess would offer in this situation.

No, I thought, unable to speak.

No? Samira’s menacing voice whispered into my brain. I could burn you to cinder, remake you, and burn you to ash again. I could scatter your dust across all the realms. My gales are strong enough to send you to hells unimaginable to one like you.

A tenth, was all I offered. I don’t know how I came to that figure, but it’s what I was dead set on. I was unwilling to succumb to threats, and even though I offered it with desperation given my circumstance, we both knew I wasn’t going any higher.

“Very well,” Samira said. The voice left my head and returned to the surrounding world, but the heat was still there. The pair of eyes remained directly in front of me.

“Open your eyes, my Herald.”

The golden eyes of Samira began to move then, inching ever closer. The promise of wind, lightning, and destruction were written plainly on them. I felt myself burning, all around. Every inch of me was alight with lightning, was assaulted with wind. I shut my eyes, prayed for an end to the misery.

“KEEP YOUR EYES OPEN, REDLIN,” Samira barked.

Through sheer strength of will, I kept my eyes open, kept myself standing. The golden irises entered my own eyes. My body coursed with agony, my muscles seized, and I could do nothing. I was frozen.

Darkness.

I awoke in darkness. I caught the soft smell of sage. Shur’s soft, sleeping breath was in the corner. I put my hands to my eyes and wept. Beneath my shame was power, buried deep inside, ready to be called upon.


Chapter 37 - 
Men in White Robes
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Bursts of wind escaped my hands, powerful enough to cut a man. They burrowed into the tree and left a cone-shaped hole embedded in the wood. Streams of flame and earth went on both sides of me.

“And how did that feel?” Shur asked.

“Easy,” I said breathlessly. The cost of using Aether related to Samira’s nature was lessened. Still there, but lessened. If I had to guess, I’d say producing gales was about a quarter of the original cost. Cost, after all, was a great way to view it, seeing as I was her investment. I fought the urge to shudder as I remembered our interaction and instead tried to enjoy the newfound power. I failed on both fronts.

“The gods are greedy, but please them, and they are generous,” he said fondly, as if he was remembering a scar foolishly earned. “Based on your rising skills, I’d say you pleased her indeed.”

“It didn’t feel that way when we were creating our pact.”

“Really? I found Tidur to be … charming?” Yuna offered.

“Setting your eyes on romancing gods?” Eran asked.

“Why not? Vanguards were made to be ambitious,” I cut in, seeing her turn red and stammer.

“There’s ambition and there’s overconfidence.”

“You probably need both to talk to gods in the first place.”

“Well, maybe I’ll aim to be concubine as well then.”

It felt good to joke about it. My insides churned thinking about how Samira had entered my being, but making quips made it feel like I was earning part of myself back. Or, the part that I lost had never mattered in the first place—a self-told lie, of course. If I thought about it too long, I had to hold back on the urge to create bursts of wind to display my wrath, so I stuck to the quips. Behind Eran’s smile I could see he went through something similar, and had an equal attraction to denying what had happened through humor.

“You’ll make poor Guardians if you flaunt and joke so carelessly,” was all Yuna could say.

“But good Hunters,” I said.

“If Cyn’se lets us back in, you mean.”

“Why wouldn’t she? We’re powerful, we’re ready.”

“Actually, Asher has assignments for you,” Shur said. “Go see him, and tell him that I gave you all my blessing.”

Asher was hunched over a desk, the curtains to his office pulled in to hide from the sun. He looked like a miser going over the numbers of a faltering company. Alone, inside that office, all the humor, cynicism, and stoicism was stripped away. A lone candle burned.

“Shur sent us to see you,” I said after he didn’t acknowledge our entrance.

“And what did he say?” he asked, still going over his ledgers.

“All he said was that he gave us his blessing.”

A white, toothy smile spread across his face. Some inside joke shared between them that I didn’t get. It was unnerving, instead of his normal, placating jokes.

“You all are about to meet some very powerful people,” was all he said.

-

Two hours later and dressed in robes too fine for fighting and too confined for stalking, we walked step by step to the golden chapel. I was reminded of how we first entered Fymdell, overwhelmed and following in the wake of a man more comfortable and more important than myself.

I still feel that way, sometimes, as if I’m following in the footsteps of giants, of better men who knew where they were going and had the vigor to take the world into their hands.

The chapel loomed before us, opposite in appearance to a haunted house. It was grand, gilded, and shone against the sunlight, as if it was a gift of Reign’s splendor. It still gave me that tell-tale feeling of wrongness. Hollow hallowedness personified.

When the all-important Asher brought us to the chapel, the bows of regal men continued. Men in white robes and peace-making faces smiled at our arrival and gracefully fell over themselves to show their appreciation for the Vanguards. Fawning and pontificating are not reserved solely for those openly involved in politics. The Medians were unafraid and unabashed to curry favor with the leader of the Vanguards.

I had expected him to ignore them like a horse ignores flies, but he bowed, joked, shook hands, and put on a mask right beside them. It broke my perception of him, like shattering a cracked mirror. Asher, for all his imperfections, had never struck me as two-faced. I shook it off. If Cyn’se was willing to fuck for a safer nation, then holding a fake smile against a man seemed hypocritical.

After some gentle preening, we got through the crowd of priests and pushed open the grand doors into the receiving hall. The noise of the city faded into a distant memory where the sounds of our clacking bootsteps took over. The acoustics of the building made it so everything was amplified, a clever trick to make the masses feel like they had to be quiet in an effort to hide their sins while those with the confidence to lead were granted an advantage.

Inside the grand chapel, in an auditorium built to hold ten thousand men, was one man, kneeling near the front of the stairs. He wore white robes lined with red and gold and had a balding ring of hair around his ears. He was middle aged and his quiet prayers seemed genuine. We sat by him. I opened my mouth to ask Asher a question and was met with the gesture for silence.

After a few minutes of prayer, the older man rose, dusted imagined grime off his clean robes, and sat next to us.

“What brings you here, my child?” he asked. His voice was soft and fluttering, like the wings of a butterfly.

“Three new Indentured.” Asher nodded at us.

“Who’s their patron?” the man asked while examining us.

“Tidur, Odis, and Samira. I’ll let you guess which one is which.”

“Tidur, Odis, Samira.” He pointed at Yuna, Eran, and myself as he spoke.

“With skills like that, you could be selling fortunes,” I said, the sarcastic response coming out of me before I registered it. Asher’s fist balled and he began to rise when the man in white laughed.

“The petulance of youth is something that should be ironed out by time and self-reflection, not the tempers of offended men. Don’t you think, Lord Vanguard?”

“I suppose,” Asher growled, his anger as contained as my jokes.

“Besides, Reign and his Pantheon are meant to get along. We should mirror their efforts, even though it doesn’t always feel that way in this new age,” the man in white said.

“You’re still having problems with the Arch Bishops?” Asher asked.

“A never-ending set of them, these days,” the man mused. “Sometimes it feels like a coordinated effort.”

“Well, never blame on malice what can be blamed on incompetence,” I offered, feeling emboldened by the man’s tone.

“Ha, first he insults me and then he insults the Arch Bishops. But laughter has been the basis of many friendships. Maybe one day with communication and good humor he’ll mend the rifts between Reign and the Pantheon.”

“If his mouth doesn’t get him killed first,” Asher said. “Are the Listeners in?”

“All but Balin’s, who is traveling to Eilen as you’re aware.”

The mention of my home caused a small lump to come in my throat. That lump doubled in size as I realized I had called it my home. I did miss it, but more importantly I missed Mika, Prace, the baths, and the feeling of power at hearing the whispers when I entered the Hive.

“Of course. I received some correspondence just this morning that they made it to Eilen with no issue.”

“Pity.” The man in white winked at me. “Shall we, Lord Vanguard?”

They chatted amicably about the weather, small events around the city, and their ideal retirement locations. Two of the most powerful men in the empire, and that was what they talked about.

They led us to a hallway that ended with a door marked by a storm cloud.

“Redlin, was it?” the man in white asked. “This is your stop. I’ll have a few Medians wait outside for you when you’re done, but please, take your time.”

They left, still talking about small events. I marched on.

Inside was an office like Allesandra’s. Dark, powerful, and sickeningly clean. The main difference was the inhabitant. Instead of a beautiful, black-haired woman with piercing eyes, there was an old woman with ruddy cheeks and eyes that were blue from cataracts instead of birth.

“You’re one of hers?” she asked, her voice shaky, like a flag high, high in the air.

“Freshly signed.”

“Yes, I can still smell her on you.”

“Really?”

“Her, your masked insecurities, and the fact that you haven’t bathed in two days.”

“It’s been three, actually.”

“Blame my old age.”

“The rest I’ll give you. Not bad for an old woman.”

“Congratulations are due to both of us, although your accomplishment is probably greater than mine.” She scribbled something down.

“Samira must have … Reign knows how many followers. You’re the first person I’ve met who can sniff out when someone last bathed, plus or minus a day.”

“Redlin of the Wolves,” she said, using my name that I had not offered. “I enjoy verbal sparring as much as the next old crone, but this is not why you’re here. In my tenure as Samira’s Listener, she has selected over a hundred Acolytes, but only three Heralds. I don’t think you fully understand the weight of the expectations on you. Do you know what comes with being a Herald?”

I shook my head. Truthfully, all I knew was that they were their god’s chosen soldier, gifted power and resources, which is why I sought it.

“You’re her Herald, a role often sought, rarely given, and never fully appreciated. You are mostly free to do what you choose, assuming, of course, you’re not a treasonous little twit. Some openly reveal their status, like Jovian; some keep it hidden, like Lord Mute. All bore their power to further advance Samira. I highly encourage you to do the same.”

She paused, allowing me to speak. I didn’t. Her face was slowly contorting, as if a mask was slipping.

“Good, you listen as well as I did, when I was your age. Samira has seen everything in you—your memories, your life. Balin’s treachery in your life. You have ties to Eilen, love and friendship. You will need to sever them if you expect to remain Samira’s Herald. After all, the contract has been signed. You’ve been granted many privileges, privileges more than you know. Those come with certain expectations of loyalty.

“A holy war may come one day. For now, people dance in the shadows and whisper into the night. Operate how you’d like, for now, but when she calls, serve Samira, and you will receive what you crave.”

“And what’s that?” I asked.

“Prestige. Fame. But most of all, most important, is power. The power to keep those you love close to you, unable to escape your grasp. You think you want fame for fame’s sake, but you want it to ensnare. And that, in itself, requires power.”

There was a gentle knock on the door. The woman’s face untwisted, became pure.

“Yes?” she asked, her voice sweet and slightly faltering.

“The Arch Bishops have returned, Listener,” a young Median in grey robes said.

“Thank you, you may send them to me,” the Listener smiled. The Median bowed and left.

“Think on what I told you, Redlin. Observe, and if need be, report. We’ll be waiting.”

-

I’ve often wondered why people were so eager to welcome me into their schemes. I’ve blamed circumstances of time and events that preceded me, I’ve blamed the ones who’ve offered. At the end of the day, I was ever the one who put myself into the center of the fray. I had demanded power from Samira, and she had granted it to me.

-

“You okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Yuna asked. It was just her, Eran, and I.

“Being that close to power messes some people up. Hells, I’m mixed up! I can’t believe we met the Listeners and the Seraph!” Eran said. “He was just as wise as I imagined.”

Our levels of mixed up were different. I was sullen and silent, while Eran was as giddy as a child on Fym’s Day. Of course, they couldn’t know that I was being put in the middle of a brewing holy war between two gods, so I didn’t blame them.


Interlude VIII
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“History tells it quite differently,” Maya interrupted.

“Isn’t that why you’re here? To get the true version of events?”

“Your version of the events,” she corrected. “Not necessarily the ‘truth’.”

“I don’t have much interest in the machinations of manipulation anymore,” Redlin sighed.

“Nice wordplay,” Maya commented.

“It’s what I do.” A small smile went across his face. “Ever heard about when the past, the present, and the future walked into a bar?”

“No.”

“It was tense.”

She rolled her eyes.

“Wordplay and time, two of my specialties,” Redlin said.

“The wordplay comment I take back,” Maya said. “But going back to why I stopped you. Representatives of Balin and Samira approached you nearly directly via representatives, before you were a legend. Why?”

“That’s a question I asked myself many times on sleepless nights and silent days. Want to hazard a guess?”

“Your wordplay,” Maya said.

“As greedy as the gods may be, even they have their limits for misery caused by humans.”

“Then it must have been your ability to confound your captors.”

“Let’s leave the dry witticisms to me, shall we? After all, we already determined that I’m the master at them. Do I need to retell the one about the past, present, and future walking into a bar?”

“Has anyone told you that you can make a woman feel like a god? I’m starting to mirror their inability to take more of your jokes.”

“You share other similarities like wrath and beauty, but no, I want you to take an honest guess. You’re smart, I see it in you. What made me so important?” Redlin asked seriously.

“Some people are just better than others. They learn quicker, jump higher, run faster. It’s a fact of life. Based on your tales about how quickly you picked up the blade and learned how to Shatter, I presume that has something to do with it. Other tales I’ve heard about you paint you as a figure with large swaths of Aether, more than ten men combined. That combination of natural ability and divine resource is a tempting one for anyone building an army.”

“All valid points, but that’s not why,” Redlin said. He looked out of the cabin and into the hilly plains that were becoming forest. Large trees without neighbors stood tall amidst the landscape.

“Then why?”

“They saw that I was a man willing to do what it took to get into the center of the zeitgeist. I would fight through a hurricane to get to the eye of the storm, climb mountains just to reach the peak, burn down cities so that I could say I started the fire.

“That blind reach for fame, to acquiring a reputation, was one that made me an easy target. In their eyes, all that it took to secure a loyal, capable, rising soldier, was a promise. It almost worked.”

“Why didn’t it?” Maya asked.

“Arrogance, the downfall of most gods. What else?”

“Yours? Or theirs?”

“You’ve got a knack for wordplay,” Redlin mused.

“Just wait until I master crypticness and cynicism.”

“I thought I had a good hold on those at your age as well.”

“What made you the master?”

“Time.”

-

The caravan stopped for a midday meal. The sun sizzled in the sky, a hot summer’s day. Storm clouds remained in the distance, the threat of a muggy, humid tempest on the minds of all the guards.

Redlin ate an apple alone in his cart. Despite the heat, he wore his ragged cloak with the hood up. Years in the shadows had made his eyes susceptible to light. It had made his skin pale and eager to burn. It had made him as pathetic as he had seen himself since his downfall from heroism.

Redlin of the Wolves, the Vanguard, the Thunderblade, The Justicars’ Revenge, The Assassin in Grey, The Reaper in the Winds, The Storm Itself, had been brought low by the statues of time. A shell of himself, he ate his apple, waited for his captor, and waited for death.

-

“Write exactly the words I speak, no more, no less, and do not falter,” Maya said. One guard in front of her waited with an eager hand while a man to her right massaged her palm. So many hours transcribing stories from one bitter old man had left her hand in as much pain as the subject claimed to feel.

“The Prisoner has been cooperative and seems almost eager for you in particular to read his words. Something bothers me, though. He projects apathy but claims that he hasn’t finished killing. He has power still, and will need to be monitored day and night by Elites once he is in Fymdell. There’s inconsistencies in the way he acts, the things he says, and the hidden truth behind it all.

“I will work to uncover these secrets and make a clearer picture for you, Archon. As always, I remain in your service.”

-

“How quickly do your hawks travel?” Redlin asked as Maya climbed back into the cart.

“They’ll reach the Archon today. Jealous of a bird?”

“Always. How far are we?”

“Three days, give or take.”

“Well, we don’t have a moment to lose then. Where was I?”


Chapter 38 - A Return to Action
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“You met some of the most powerful men and women in Usmal and didn’t shit yourselves,” Asher said upon our return to the Vanguard compound.

“Is that a common reaction?” I asked before he could finish his train of thought.

“With men sometimes, particularly if they’re older or if they’ve been drinking.”

“That’s … something else.”

“Oh really? I wouldn’t know, being a younger man who’s never tasted alcohol before.” Asher pulled out his flask and took a drink from it.

“Right, well, what’s next?” I asked.

“The reward for a job well done is more work. Cyn’se is still pissed at you, so that means you’ll be working with me today.”

“She’s still mad?”

“Nothing like a woman’s rage. Even with time, an apology, and a reformed outlook on life, you can still expect a woman to not forgive you. They just wait for you to fuck up again.”

“Speaking from experience?”

“Redlin, I’m one of the most powerful men in Usmal. I’m the leader of the Vanguards, a good fighter, and a better leader.” Asher took one more pull from his flask. “To get there I had to fuck up more than fifty women put together. With all that experience and knowledge, I simply fuck up less. The gentler sex is right to wait, we’re bound to mess up, time and time again.”

“Well then, boss,” I said. “What are we trying to not fuck up today?”

A toothy smile came across him.

-

“They’re just pilgrims, right?” I asked.

“Not just pilgrims,” Yuna said. She’d been a bit on edge ever since Asher told us what our project was going to be.

“Then what are they?”

“They exist outside of the rankings. Medians strive to become Bishops, they strive to become Arch Bishops, and they strive to become the Seraph. The Justicars are made up of distinguished Bishops and Arch Bishops who gave up their positions. They’ll do some services, lead a few pilgrimages, but what makes them so important is they’re the determiners of the Seraph.”

“But we already met the Seraph. The guy in white, responded well to jokes?” I reminded her.

“He’s old. There’s been rumors that he’s going to retire in the next few years. When he does, they’ll convene for three days and decide who will be taking his spot.”

“Oh. Well then, I guess it’s important we don’t let these people die.”

“Your wisdom is awe-inspiring,” Eran said.

“Maybe they’ll make me the next Seraph, then.”

“Reign protect us all,” Yuna said. “But you’d have some steep competition. There’s already two central figures that people are forming around: Arch Bishop Larkin and Arch Bishop Kaeso.”

“They’re playing politics this early?”

“Gets earlier with every generation,” Eran offered. “Three generations from now there will be a line forming for the next Seraph before the new one ever gets elected.”

“Luckily the Justicars are relatively immune to political persuasion. They can’t be removed from their position, and while they may feel the pressure from Bishops and citizens alike, they are, in theory, not at risk from it,” Yuna said.

“In theory?” I asked.

“Bribery and intimidation are effective levers on the majority of people,” Eran said.

-

Asher had given us the hour to eat and equip ourselves for the journey. More experienced Vanguards had escorted the Justicars across Usmal as they went on a spiritual wayfaring, but we were given the privilege of bringing them back to the chapel. What I was not expecting was being accompanied by Juck.

Our leader had sprung it on us as we left. From a numbers standpoint, it made sense: four recruits split amongst the two groups that made up the Vanguards. From a personnel standpoint, it didn’t make sense: assigning two kids who had tried to kill each other multiple times to protect peaceful religious figures was a bold gesture at best. The gap between us was mending, slowly, and mostly at Juck’s capacity to forgive, but it wasn’t ready for stress testing.

Asher gave a good show of treating us as friendly soldiers anyway. The expectation that we could work together prevented us from sneaking glances at each other. There was no friendship, no trust, between us, but at least things weren’t actively hostile. At least he no longer felt the need to wear a scarf to cover that long, white scar across his neck.

We were at the city gates long before the Justicars got there. We established a small perimeter, set up key points to watch, and waited.

The first ten minutes of an operation like that are exceptionally tense. You watch every corner, every person, and every shadow. Nothing can escape under the watchful gaze of an overeager guard.

The next twenty minutes are less tense. You have an understanding of the flow of the bottlenecks, an appreciation for what the common citizen wears.

Any length of time that follows is boring. You begin to pray for assassins, wizards, and knights. Something to fight, some reason to be standing there instead of anywhere else in the universe. But of course, nothing comes. No ruffians with rusty swords and rustier words, no assassins in black robes with silver knives. No excitement at all.

I felt disappointed in myself, in my immaturity. I could feel the dedication from Juck, Yuna, and Asher, and if they knew that my imagination flowed in an effort to kill time, they’d critique me. They’d be right to do so. I took a small comfort in knowing that Eran was suffering like I was, and a moderate comfort in telling myself that I was not born to be a Guardian. I was a Hunter, through and through.

“There they are,” Asher said, his voice gravelly and serious.

I snuck a glance at the group of Justicars. They wore white robes that were outlined in black and they kept their heads bowed, seemingly in prayer as they walked. They stood out amidst the stony bridge, like diamonds in the hilt of a sword.

“One, two, three,” Asher started counting and stopped before letting out a disappointed, inquisitive sigh. “Listen up. They’re one Vanguard down. It’s possible that they left one behind in a city on purpose, but something feels wrong. Eyes up. Redlin, go out and meet them on the bridge. Ask what happened.”

I nodded and left with my orders. City guards moved in to get in my path, but they cleared out as quickly as they could when they saw the emblem on my cloak. I walked with impatience, eager to get out of the open and into the chapel. I met the group, ten Justicars and three Vanguards, right at the edge of the bridge. Thirteen men stood before me, thirteen grim visages took me in.

“Report,” I commanded. Their veteran status be damned, I was given orders.

“Lost one of ours. Heretical attack. Lots of uprising tension. A full report will be given to Asher once the Justicars are back safely,” the point man rattled off.

“The Lord Vanguard is just inside the city, as well as three more supporting Vanguards. Before your dismissal and report, I’m enlisting you all to support the escort. Are there any outstanding responsibilities that would keep you from assisting?” I asked.

“I’d like to see off Bric, before he passes,” the Vanguard on the right said.

“Bric?”

“The one we lost. He’s probably already passed, but if he hasn’t, I’d like to be by his side.”

“Dismissed then. The two of you, triangular formation around the Justicars. I’ll take point.”

We marched through the gate together. The guards who had been eager to get out of my path seemed triply so now. I liked the image of it: me, a cleaned-up, young Vanguard in black leading a group of Guardians and Justicars. I made a show of it and let my cloak billow in the wind.

Asher joined me in point while Eran and Yuna supported the wings. Juck went to the rear of the formation, forming a diamond.

“Nice job keeping them with us. What happened to Bric?” Asher asked.

“Heretical attack. I didn’t get many details because I want to get the Justicars out of the street and I didn’t want to remind them that we can be killed by going over the details. He may or may not be dead yet, but if he isn’t, he will be soon.”

“That’s concerning. First Nu’uk and now Bric. We’ll have to go on the offensive soon.”

“I trust Cyn’se to get to the bottom of it.”

“And I trust you to support her, even if she doesn’t trust that herself.”

“The wrath of women, sir.”

“Don’t make me laugh in front of the Justicars.”

“No need to remind them that we’re mortal.”

Asher’s expression dipped as he tracked movement in an alleyway. His hand went to the hilt of his sword and he let out a low whistle that went on for two heartbeats. Two clicks came out from the right side of the diamond. I heard the shuffle of movement as one of ours left the formation, presumably following Asher’s whistled order.

“Trouble?” I asked.

“Just focus on the streets, kid.”

The Vanguard that had left to check out the noise hadn’t come back by the time we traversed two streets. Asher let out another whistle, this one higher and shorter, and we changed paths. I didn’t know every street in Fymdell, but I knew he was moving us to more secluded, less direct streets.

Another blur of movement, this time from the left side of formation. Asher held out a hand that was the symbol for “stay”, which was met with two clicks. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a man in leather.

A bottle flew overhead and crashed fifteen feet away from us. Blades left scabbards and a hush fell over us.

“We want Kaeso!” a cry came from one of the houses. We were in the porter areas, and as such, the houses were closer together. It was nearly impossible to determine specifically which one it had come from.

“Larkin’s a crook!” another cry sounded out.

“Ignore them,” Asher whispered. “They’re upset citizens, not assassins. Watch out for real danger.”

I nodded as I swallowed some sort of cynical joke about how upset citizens were the real assassins. They may not have been asking for bloodshed, but their persecuting shouts were a dangerous nuisance, one that made it hard to focus on shady alleys and blurry windows.

Four clicks came from the left side of the formation. Asher gave two in response. One of ours went into the alleyway, his steel already drawn.

“Two clicks are ‘yes’, three means ‘no’, and four means ‘danger’,” Asher explained.

“Should I join him?” I asked.

“No. Go into the left side. Tell Yuna to go into the center. If there is danger, she and I will keep the Justicars safe. You do what you do best.”

“What’s that?”

“Hunt.”

I took over Yuna’s quadrant and sent her to the center, as asked. Our pace quickened, and the air smelled foul. Shortly after his departure, the Vanguard that had been with Yuna rejoined us. His expression was as sour as the stench of the poorer area of the city.

“Did you get him?” I asked.

“No,” he growled. “But he was there.”

Four clicks from the man beside me. Asher responded with two.

“Keep your eyes peeled. Someone doesn’t want the Justicars to make it.”

Suddenly, I missed the boredom of a guarding job where there were no threats.

As a group we walked through sparse streets. The unlucky citizens who we passed by were shouted at, threatened, and pushed if they got too close. Most of them did their best to get out of the way, but a few would stop and stare. One even shouted that he wanted Kaeso as the next Seraph while he was in direct view of us. Trying to sway a Justicar is technically an offense, punishable by up to a year in prison for the first offense, but the man who had shouted didn’t seem afraid of consequences. He looked like a desperate martyr, willing to fall on any sword that got within range of him.

The growing scent of sage was a small comfort. The route that Asher led us through was one of the few where the houses didn’t improve as quickly in cost and cleanliness closer to the heart of the city. It felt like a parable of The Black where no matter how much you walked, you made no progress. The horizon stayed bleak, the paranoia all around us did not subside.

Another rush of movement came from an alleyway. The details were hidden behind drying clothes and sharp corners, but I saw it. I sounded off four clicks and waited to hear two in response as approval. I felt like a hound snapping at the leash, desperate to get moving. When Asher approved, I darted off with my blood up.

The alleyway broke off into a fork of three different paths, one straight ahead, one backwards, and one that followed our caravan’s path. It would have been sensible to think that the hypothetical assailant went alongside our path, and if he hadn’t, I would at least be able to quickly rejoin the group. I went straight ahead. It was part instinct, part analysis: the experienced Vanguard had probably made the same decision when presented with this predicament, and he hadn’t been able to locate the assassins.

I tried to look casual, but in a hurry, a combination that will get you attacked quickly in back alleys. I hid my pin and put my cloak over my weapon. I angrily muttered to myself, using words like “coin” and “bastard”. The final touch was wiping my lips with the back of my hand, the way a drunk man with bad skin does. My efforts were mostly in vain, because after all, the assassin had been watching our group. He knew who I was, and he wasn’t fooled by my subpar performance. He remained out of sight until I passed him, and then once I had, he emerged from the shadows to continue prowling the Justicars.

Luck salvaged my operation. When he stepped out, I tripped and fell around. It was a planned trip, one to make me look even more drunk, but I still caught a view of him. He wore black, skintight clothing and the lower half of his face was covered. He may have blended in with darkness, but there in the street, he stood out comically.

Normal Vanguard practice is to command the target to stop and begin questioning. This wasn’t a normal operation. I knew who he was, he knew who I was. He stepped on the ball of his foot. I threw one of my throwing knives. As he started to flee, my knife caught him in the forearm. He ran on. I tracked the dripping blood.

Following the bloodstains, I could tell his path was erratic. He was running almost diagonally, bouncing off walls and trying to correct his path. It was like finishing off a wounded, panicked animal. His footsteps were nonsensical, especially for a wound that was essentially surface level. He jutted at random moments, and his trail stopped near some high crates.

I barely saw him descending on me from above.

His blood trail was left to distract, and his pounce had been nearly lethal. I rolled backwards, landed on my ass and then rolled one more time to narrowly avoid a follow-through stab. I kicked out at one of his legs, which gave me just enough room to stand. I dodged two more strikes before I reached out my palm and summoned a gale that rocked him backwards. The Shatter had been one of stern strength, but he just let it take him along for a ride, bounced off a wall, and was back in the melee with me before I knew it.

I had managed to draw my liuyedao and fend off the first three of his strikes before I saw that he was getting the better of me. I had already entered my battle trance and seen what would happen, each move planned out by him to get me to leave my side exposed. So, I changed tactics. I went with a wide swipe, a fending, weak blow that would have left me undefended within the next ten bladework moves, but followed it up with another burst of Aether. This one was wider, with similar strength, and I sucked my teeth at the shock of using that much. The assassin was rocked with it, as well as some bakers, clothes, and trash.

The force of the blow had caused a moment of hesitation in him, and before he could propel himself forward with his tricky jumps, I stabbed out. My blade slid into his ribs with sickening ease. His brown eyes went wide with shock and he dropped his shortsword. His breath quickened and went ragged. He put his hands to the wound and tried to shove his blood back inside him.

I no longer saw the bloodthirsty, cold assassin. This wasn’t the contract killer without fear or morality I had read stories about. This was a boy, one who wanted to live, one who probably had his own motivations. My own blood was racing, my heart pumping, my breath quick. We were two boys, unaccustomed to life and death, despite our professions, and I think we both wanted to take it back.

“Sorry,” I said numbly as I withdrew my blade from his body. He reached out a hand, looking for comfort. Despite the sorrow and pity I felt, I didn’t accept it. He was my enemy, and I ignored the humanity in me that said he could use some comfort in his last moments. I let him bleed out in the streets of Fymdell, his blood soaking the ground, like so many before him. Like so many to come.

-

I carried his body to the Vanguard compound. I didn’t bother to try to catch up to the rest of the ensemble. They wouldn’t have waited for me and I wouldn’t have wanted them to. By the time I had finished swallowing down bile and shock, they’d be in the inner city, hopefully.

So, I carried him. I’m sure it was quite the sight, a boy carrying a body through the richer areas of Fymdell. My arms sagged with effort, but I couldn’t drop him. Despite him being my enemy, despite the fact that I left him to bleed out, I just couldn’t leave his body in a dirty alleyway.

Two guards approached and tried to offer their assistance in carrying him. I told them he was my burden. I still feel that way about those I’ve killed. I’m sure it’s a great comfort to those I’ve butchered over the years.

I took him to the back alley behind our compound. It sounds juvenile, but I didn’t want the portraits to see me like that. I recognized that I shouldn’t have felt ashamed about defending the Justicars. They were the denizens of the Seraph, innocent, and essential to the good of Usmal. He was an assassin, and objectively, Usmal was probably better off with him dead. But still, I felt like I had robbed the world of one of its souls. The boy would never have a path to redemption, and he’d probably go to The Black. I wondered about the state of my own being. I felt tarnished, like rusted steel, like I should be lying beside him.

“Good job,” Asher announced his presence, joining me at looking down on the body. “We’ll have our people look into him, see if he had any known associates.”

“Any other trouble?” I asked, my voice not my own.

“Nothing major. Some shouting. We heard blades clashing and that seemed to quell the rebellion around us a bit.”

“Good.”

“It is damn good. You keep it up and you may take my spot one day.”

“That’s a heavy ask.”

“It’s a heavy world.” He pulled his flask out. “First time?”

“Yeah.”

“It’s the hardest. Maybe it should be that way. Taking a life, that’s not something that should be done lightly. But you did the right thing, even if you can’t see it.”

“I can see that, rationally. Objectively speaking, it’s something that should have been done. But if that’s the case, why do I feel so guilty?”

“Inexperience and a soft mentality, I suppose,” he said bluntly. “I don’t mean it as an insult. I was like you, back then. It’s hard to remember, but I did something similar when I had my first kill. It was a busy day, one where we hiked for miles and miles. Ended up having to kill a few bandits that day. I insisted that I’d stay behind to bury the one I’d killed. Caravan left without me. Took me three days, sleepless nights, and a nearly suicidal effort to get back to them.”

“And now you don’t feel bad when you kill people?” I asked.

“No. Not really. Maybe a little, if they’re young.”

“I’m not sure I ever want to be like that.”

“I am sure that I don’t want to be like this.” He took a pull from his flask. “But, that’s the hand I’ve been dealt. I just play my cards the best I can.”

“The gods are greedy,” I said, quoting the main platitude I knew.

“Maybe so. Want another minute with him?”

“No.”

Asher whistled and gestured a “forward” signal with two fingers. Two Vanguards joined us and surrounded the body. They lifted him with sickeningly practiced ease and whisked him away, never to be seen again, like pebbles near the ocean. Asher placed a hand on me and joined the silent Vanguards. I stared at my reflection in the drying blood on the cobblestones.

-

People praised me. Blood always sells, doubly so if they deemed it earned. Rohan told me that Malcolm would have been proud of me. I wasn’t sure that was a good thing. Even Yuna congratulated me on a job well done. I felt sick about it. I smiled, told all of them that it was the first of many. I was right.

I don’t know. Maybe I wouldn’t have been so melancholic if things had gone differently. Just as some can blame Jory for teaching me bladework, or blame Shur for teaching me Shattering, I blame that boy for giving me a taste of blood. I hated myself for how guilty I felt, but I hated even more how quickly it was already starting to recede. I hated him for showing me how easy it all was. Or showing me that people praise you, and stick by you, when you’re a killer.

The surface layer of shock slowly chipped and eroded away, revealing a thirst for more. The admiration of fellow killers was nice enough, but when I was alone, I relished the feeling. The death after had been distressful, but the fight itself? Electrifying. I felt genuine pride in my abilities. I wanted more. If killing got easier, then I wanted it to be the simplest thing in the world.

Something had awoken inside of me. Something cold. Something angry.


Chapter 39 - Streets of Pearl
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Our next job was much less stressful. We were escorting nobles to various parties across the city. When you’re poor, or young, or both, they call it a bar crawl. When you’re richer, they call it a cultural carousement. Well, that’s what Lady Olivia called it, at least.

“Oh, Redlin, you have got to try this,” she said as she pushed a drink in my face.

We’d already been guarding her and her two companions, Lady Hellian and “Lord” Wilde, all three of whom were from different houses. Olivia and Hellian were ladies of a similar class, nobles who had never, and would never, be forced to lift a finger. Not an ounce of fortitude between the two. Lord Wilde, who I suspect was a lord in name only, grifted off them by using a sour wit that they somehow found charming. All three had a penchant for judgment, lousing around, and Pearl Powder—a snortable drug that was falling out of fashion—and would frequently wander off to engage with the substance.

“No can do, Lady,” I said.

“I love a serious man,” she giggled to her companions.

“You love all sorts of men: serious, poor, bald, fat,” Wilde complained.

“Oh, hush!” Olivia said, adding a playful gesture to her laughter-coated words.

“Clearly it just demonstrates her lack of prejudice,” Hellian added.

“It certainly demonstrates a lack of something,” Wilde responded.

“Or an appreciation for life! No one would be able to say I didn’t live a full one.”

“Most certainly, Lady Olivia, but I wonder what they will say you were full of.”

“Redlin.” Olivia stomped her foot and turned into me, close enough that her breath warmed my neck. “I don’t like his jokes. Can you kill him?”

“Only if he presents a mortal danger to you,” I said.

“Or if you can keep a secret,” Eran chimed in. At least he was getting some amusement out of the whole night.

“I can! One time I saw one of my maids kissing Prince Cade, and I didn’t tell anyone,” Olivia said.

“Anyone until now, that is,” Wilde commented, his arms crossed. “Come now, ladies, the night is young yet, and I could use some refreshment.”

“All they’ve done is refresh themselves,” Eran leaned in and whispered as we walked down nighttime streets.

“They had a conversation that lasted an entire minute, don’t you think that was taxing for them?” I said.

“If it was, maybe they should get taxed more.”

Yuna had to do a mild jog to keep up with Olivia, who was doing her best to run in heels and a long dress. If she wasn’t doing the combination of laughing and screaming that could only be done by drunk women in their twenties, she may have looked angelic. The stark white dress reflected the moonlight and shone, and her hair trailed behind her freely. It made me miss Mika and her own white robes.

“Focus, Vanguard, I can’t stand daydreaming from the help,” Wilde said to me.

“You’re a perceptive man,” I said.

“I have to be when the best bodyguards Usmal has to offer spend more time fantasizing than guarding.”

“Thinking about me?” Hellian asked. Her lips parted in a way that I’m sure she thought was seductive.

“He looked charmed, not revolted,” Wilde said.

“I suppose you’re the expert on both, aren’t you, Lord Wilde?” she asked.

“Of course, I’ve always been a student of humanity. When people talk to me, they’re charmed; when they talk to you, they’re revolted. It hardly took an afternoon to learn that lesson.”

“I find you quite charming, Lady Hellian,” I said, mostly to spite Wilde.

“You guard as well as you lie,” was all Wilde responded.

“Your jealousy does you no credit, Lord Wilde,” she said, laughing.

“Oh on the contrary, it’s one of the many, many traits that people find charming about me. Easily in my top sixty.”

“Is it above or below your swindling?” I asked, the words slipping out before I could catch them.

“Look at the Vanguard, thinking he can banter with his employers,” he sneered.

“He’s more charming and more sturdy than you are, Wilde,” Hellian said as she wrapped herself around my arm. “You better be careful or else we’ll have you replaced with him as our escort.”

“Good luck convincing Olivia,” was all he could say.

The mention of her name was like awakening a siren. She started jumping up and down excitedly while pointing to the house they had stopped in front of. She didn’t stop bouncing until we rejoined her, something we all did leisurely.

“Finally,” she said, drawing out the word to lengths that went past gratuitous and into the comical.

“You know that Hellian can’t move quickly in finery such as this,” Wilde said.

“The only thing that could get me to run is if I was running away from you.”

“You two are ruining my buzz,” Olivia complained. She pulled out a small vial, poured some Pearl Powder onto the back of her hand and took a snort. Eran, Yuna, and I looked at each other with uncertainty. It was illegal to possess that powder, and while we had turned a blind eye to it so far, she was now brazenly doing it in front of us.

After a period of inaction, I let out a polite, but stern, cough.

“Oh, sorry,” she said embarrassed. She licked the back of her hand while maintaining eye contact.

“First you, then Hellian, then you again. Would you stop throwing yourself at the servants?” Wilde said.

“He’s been this jealous the whole time?” Olivia asked Hellian, not gracing Wilde with the attention he was seeking.

“Entirely.”

“I’ll have to apologize to you later.”

“Not necessary. It’s been a delight to see him this rattled after all this time.”

“It is why we keep him around.”

“And here I thought it was my magnetic physique,” Wilde said.

“Shall we, my lady?” Olivia asked Hellian while offering an arm, still making sure to ignore Wilde.

“My lady.” She curtsied and accepted the arm, and they walked into the house together.

“They say the only thing women can bond over is mutual hatred of a specific man,” Wilde mused.

“Well then I’m sure you’ve mended the friendships of many women, sir,” I said.

He gave me a dour expression before following his whimsical companions.

“My lord,” Eran said, sarcastically mimicking the offering of a supportive arm.

“My lord,” I mirrored the same biting enthusiasm before we followed our clients.

“I so wish there was another woman here,” Yuna said from behind us. “Because I really hate both of you sometimes.”

Outside the house was a well-tended garden, a moderately sized but extravagantly priced fountain, and a man and a woman sneaking around to look for “privacy”. Inside the house was splendor. At least thirty guests, five butlers, enough wealth to make the common man faint, and enough alcohol to keep a man drunk for four lifetimes.

“Eran, you’re on outside duty. Stay by the door, do a sweep of the grounds every few minutes. Yuna, keep an eye on the clients. I’m going to do a sweep of the house, make sure there isn’t anyone lurking,” I said.

“C’mon, Redlin. We haven’t seen anything all night. Is that really necessary?” Eran complained.

“Consider it practice for the real thing. But who knows, maybe you’ll find a rogue escaping with fistfuls of jewelry.”

“Maybe I’ll be the one escaping with enough wealth to retire,” Eran said.

“It’d beat guarding drunks and nobles,” Yuna admitted.

“Those two are the same thing,” he replied.

“Not every drunk is a noble, but every noble is a drunk,” I said.

“You don’t hang around enough drunk people. Every one of them I meet is gracious and ready to laugh. Those sound like noble traits to me.”

“Been hanging around a lot of drunks, Eran?” Yuna asked.

“I think it’s time for me to go guard the perimeter,” he said.

“You do that. Yuna, whistle for help if you need it, I’ll come running.”

We broke into our formation and weaved through house guests and servants alike. I intentionally put my pin under my cloak, but I still walked like a Vanguard. It’s an effective combination when you’re in a peaceful environment and seeking solitude. In the wrong environment, having the pin out was a beacon for overconfident people to test their luck. Being in a party full of nobles who had lived their whole lives never being told no and never facing repercussions was certainly the wrong environment.

I went to the second floor of the house. The raucousness, the odor of narcissism and alcohol, and the sounds of fake laughter lingered beneath me. I said a quick prayer for Yuna. I imagined what Nu’uk would have been like in the party. His quiet, sophisticated nature would have served as an interesting contradiction to the shallow glamor around him.

Nu’uk’s ghost hovered around me until I shook him off and got to work.

I started checking all of the doors, seeing which ones were locked and which ones weren’t. This was a bit of an older house, so any of the doors that were locked would have needed either a key or a lockthief to get past, compared to newer doors that can be locked and unlocked from the inside. One of the thousands of pointless, but mildly interesting, pieces of information you pick up as a Guardian.

Most of them were unlocked. I’d do a quick sweep, check the common places: under the bed, the closet, behind the door. I didn’t have much reason to suspect anything, but I was keen to get away from the people we were paid to protect. If that meant I had to be overly zealous in my genuine due diligence, then so be it.

The first ten rooms were boring, which is more or less what I was hoping for. Rich sheets and warm comforters, luxurious desks made of dark oak, quills from Great Owls, and paintings of war and of flowers. Sprinkled in were a few books about the Heraldry and the history of Usmal. Nothing exciting.

The eleventh one was almost locked. The bolt hadn’t gone through the whole way, and after a quick shake, the door opened stubbornly, slowly, and with a creak loud enough to set my nerves on edge. I took a quick peek behind me, made sure I wasn’t followed, and stepped inside.

This room was different.

The first thing that grabbed me was the lack of furniture. So far, each room had been an opulent bedroom. This room had eight plain chairs and a singular desk. The floor was scuffed with constant reorganization of the furniture. The paintings had been taken down, flipped backwards, and left slanted against the walls.

The second thing that grabbed my attention was the pile of parchment and the heap of gold on the desk. I flipped through the pages, all of which were blank and waiting to be sent, and I counted the sums. Roughly, it was enough money to keep ten men employed for a year.

The third thing that grabbed me was the singular piece of parchment inside the desk’s drawers. It was segmented into three finely lettered lists: families, business owners, and people of interest. Each list contained a multitude of individual names, some of which I recognized as aristocratic or economically significant, and they all had either blank boxes, check marks, or x’s next to their names. There was no helpful title on the list, but I knew a conspiracy when I saw one. The list, the money, and the furniture spoke to an organized plan and a lack of greed, the kind that can only be born from those that have more than enough already. Resources, intelligence, and humility are a devastating trio, one that can bring any empire to its knees.

A sharp whistle brought me out of my search. It was Yuna’s, and it signaled that she was leaving. I did one more inspection of the room, finding nothing, so I pocketed the note and hurried to rejoin her. I moved through the denizens of Fymdell’s finest, expecting an attack or a reveal of a conspiracy. Neither came. Just easy-going, poor-mannered guests.

Yuna stood with her arms crossed while Eran tried to corral the three marks we were to protect, which was like herding cats.

“How’d it go?” I asked.

“The sooner we can get rid of that twit, the better.” She nodded at Wilde.

“What happened to the shy, mild-mannered Yuna I used to know?” I teased. My jokes came out of instinct while my mind raced at the concept of conspiracies. Was everyone in the house in on it? Had anyone seen me? I went seeking danger, and with this knowledge, I had found it.

“Sorry. You’re right. I shouldn’t complain.” Her head hung.

“I’m just kidding. I like it,” I said. “Watch those two with Eran, make sure we’re not disturbed. I need to talk to Olivia.”

“Oh good, now the whole regiment is back,” Wilde said with the venom of a snake. “Honestly, Olivia, why would you hire these people? The only moment I enjoyed in this godforsaken evening is when the two boys went to the shadows where they belong.”

“That’s the only time I enjoyed too,” Eran whispered to me.

“Oh, and now they whisper in front of us. Too cowardly to say things in front of us, too reckless to hold their tongues.”

“I wouldn’t mind holding his tongue,” Hellian said to Olivia.

“You’re so bad!” Olivia laughed. Her laugh and words were both slurred, but at a high enough pitch to shatter glass.

“To The Black with this,” Wilde said, walking away in a huff.

“Yuna, follow him. Eran, stay with Hellian. Olivia, would you mind if we talked for a moment?” I asked. I needed to know whose house we were in, and I needed to do it discreetly. I didn’t have enough evidence to know that anything was even wrong, technically, but it certainly seemed that way. It had to be done carefully, though. I doubted Olivia would have anything to do with a conspiracy this high, but her family? Her acquaintances? We didn’t know how deep it ran back then.

She didn’t take much convincing. She grabbed my hand and led me into one of the alleyways between the houses. For a moment, I remembered my most recent interaction in a space like this: a fight to the death with an assassin. I wasn’t sure if I was in more danger then or now.

“Finally come to whisk me away?” she asked, leaning into me, her breath hot against my neck.

“Something like that,” I said as I took a step backwards and reached into my cloak to grab the letter. I bumped into the stone behind me and she was quick to follow. She was like a tiger in her ability to pounce on a moment of weakness. Her palm went to my thigh and slowly started going upwards.

“I’ve done it in worse places,” she whispered.

“Olivia,” I cautioned. My body was freezing up. I could fight off men with swords without hesitation, but for some reason, this drunken woman who barely came up to my shoulder and was half my weight had me locked in place.

“Shh, you’ve taken care of me all night. It’s time I take care of you.” She found me then. Her hand started working me. My back arched. My head met the cold cobblestones behind me. My body wouldn’t listen to my commands to move. I focused on those cold stones, tried to ignore the warmth in front of me.

I don’t know how long time passed like that. She kept working me with her hand, whispering sweet nothings. I’d like to say she was oblivious to my panic, but I know she wasn’t. It exhilarated her. She’d reference that feeling of helplessness, saying things callously and with an indifferent spite.

My body convulsed and I finished on the street. She tucked me away into my pants, stood on the tips of her toes, and gave me a kiss on the cheek. Then she walked back onto the street as if nothing had happened.

I followed her, my body numb and fragile. My mind had been entirely wiped clear. Right foot. Left foot. Right foot. Left foot. So my thoughts went. It’s what I thought about, and all I could think about, as we walked along that street.

“You okay?” Yuna asked. I hadn’t even noticed her come up to me. I gave her an expressionless nod. It felt herculean in effort.

“Want me to take the lead?”

I managed one more nod. Even smaller than the first one, barely perceptible, but still, it was there.

There were a few more prodding taunts from Wilde, and a few more passes from Hellian, but I didn’t register any of them. Everyone except Olivia knew that something was off, but no one said anything. That’s how it always is for survivors.


Chapter 40 - Teardrop Lake
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“I need you,” Cyn’se said one morning.

It’d been months of working with Asher and his clients.

Months of going through the motions. Months of cringing when someone, particularly a female, came from an angle I didn’t see coming. Months of avoiding alleyways. Months of nightmares. Months of hiding my face behind my mother’s scarf and wishing I was anywhere—anyone—else.

People could tell that I wasn’t quite right. A few even asked. None broke through. I was so ashamed of what had happened that I clammed up on the secret. I felt the same way I did when I had first been dropped off in Eilen all those years ago. Alone, hopeless, and betrayed.

I did humor telling Asher, or Rohan. With both, I figured the best I could hope for was to be laughed at. Hearing something like “I wish my clients were that grateful!” or “Did she have rough hands?” would have broken me. At worst, I’d be disdained for receiving sexual activity from a client, accused of volunteering, if not outright suggesting, and placed on suspension.

So I kept it all bottled up. I shut the fuck up, tied my scarf tight, went about the routine, and carried on. I was a soldier, one who would not buckle or yield to my feelings. I was a man, and men don’t cry. They don’t show weakness, or cowardice, in the face of adversity. They buckle their armor a little closer, swing their swords a little harder, and grit their teeth. They don’t complain, and they sure as hell do not admit defeat. Not even in a battle against themselves.

Of course, no one can sustain that. Especially not a young man, confused and angry at the world and at his assaulter.

Outside of escorting Lady Olivia and dealing with some unruly citizens eager to yell but slow to put themselves in actual danger, life had been routine. I needed it. It gave me a little room to breathe. It was a combination of being around nobles who acted like they didn’t want us, training, and meditation. Given what had happened in my first few missions with Asher, whether that be killing or freezing under Lady Olivia’s grip, the life or routine that I had dreaded became the one I needed.

It’s why I didn’t turn in the note. It was a grim reminder, but one that I couldn’t let go of and deal with the blowback.

“What do you need?” I asked Cyn’se.

There was no pride in the words, no “I told you so”. I was eager to be the dangerous one again. I wanted to be the one that people feared in shadowed corners. I needed to be the Hunter, not the Guardian.

“There’s a Reaper that needs exterminating,” she said simply.

“Really? You’d trust me with something like that?”

“Either you’ll kill him and earn yourself back into my lukewarm graces, or he’ll kill you and I won’t have to give you any consideration at all.”

“Who is he, where is he, who am I bringing, and when do I need to leave?” I asked.

“His name is Ecine Vim, he was last seen getting off the ferry and heading towards Benro. We suspect he’s around Teardrop Lake. You’re taking Juck, Eran, and Yuna. You need to leave now, before he gets further away from Benro,” she said with the same quick cadence of my questions.

“Anything else you can tell me?” I asked. I was already equipping myself for the journey.

“He’s Reaped three people that we know of. Sources say that he was an Acolyte to Tidur but was kicked out a few years ago, so be prepared for that.”

“Physical description?”

“Blonde, tall, thick beard. That’s all we really know.”

“I’ll get my team.”

-

Within the hour, we were on a ferry across The Great River. We commandeered an imperial vessel, much to the captain’s distaste, and were now floating across. It was slower than I’d have liked, but there wasn’t much to be done. Eran at least matched my unhappiness. He hadn’t stopped moving since I told him the news. I knew it would place a fire in his belly. Juck seemed stoic. I respected him at that moment, as much as I didn’t want to. I tried to hang onto past resentment and old wounds, but found it harder to do every time I interacted with him. He would have been a good hero, if I hadn’t nipped that in the bud.

“Do you think I can kill someone?” Yuna asked me. We stood at the stern of the ship together, not saying much. The river’s babble had been our companion so far, before she broke the silence. Yuna was introspective, as usual, but with a pointed gaze this time. Inquisitive. A bit scared, maybe.

“First one’s the hardest,” I quoted Asher’s wisdom.

“But do you think I could?” She kept pushing her index fingers against each other while occasionally adding a spiral as they danced around.

“Depends. If it was to save your own life, I don’t know. Maybe,” I said. There were more words I had to say, more hypotheticals, but I found it hard to speak.

“Not exactly the rousing but sly speech I’ve come to expect from you.”

I shrugged. My mouth felt like it was sewed together, my tongue the weight of an anchor.

“Are you okay, Redlin? You’ve been distant lately. Did something happen?”

I shook my head once. Memories of that warm night, the cold cobblestones, the feeling of her palm, her breath, everything came on. I grabbed the rail so hard I thought it was going to break. Then I threw up into the water.

“No sea legs, eh, boy?” the captain called from the wheel. I didn’t have it in me to even respond with a rude gesture.

Luckily, we made landfall a few minutes after that. Three imperial guards with four horses met us immediately as we disembarked.

“They sent word ahead,” the lead guard said, giving me the reins to the biggest horse. “Good luck.”

We were off then, from boats to horses. I did take a simple joy in it, the wind in my face, the jolt from each stride, my cloak billowing behind me. It made me feel like a king instead of the worthless victim I had been painting myself of late.

The sun became blotted out with clouds. The sky was a murky grey. The land around The Great River was typically bountiful and beautiful, but today it was muddy and dreary. Against a slate-colored sky and in grimy, black cloaks, I don’t think we looked like the heroes we strove to become.

It started to rain.

“Do you want to go to the lake or to the city?” Yuna yelled over the downpour after a significant effort to get her horse in line with mine.

“Lake,” I said. I knew he was there. I knew it.

She fell back in line. The four of us rode as hard as we could, as hard as our horses would allow, as hard as the ground could stand. I could tell it was tiring Yuna and even Juck, but Eran was filled with a righteously wrathful need to bring justice as much as I was. It pushed us, and even though it was less than perfect tactical planning, it didn’t matter.

We were the Hunters, the justice-bringers, the vengeance of the dead, the nightmares of villains. Blademasters, Shattered, Vanguards. We would purify the world, through Aether and through steel.

A bolt of blinding white lit up the horizon. The crack of thunder followed in its wake. We rode on.

With exhausted horses, we made it to Teardrop Lake. The landscape was hilly and littered with trees, which was perfect for our approach. Even better was the grey campfire on the other side of the lake. We had him.

“We sneak till we’re close enough. Eran, you’ll approach the tent when I give the signal. Confirm it’s him, then kill him. When you go forward, I’ll be on your right, Juck on your left, and Yuna behind you. We’re killing this fucker,” I whispered.

“Have you ever fought a Reaper before?” Eran asked. His anger glistened like gemstones on the riverbank.

“No,” I said.

“They’re powerful. They know they can get more Aether, so they’re not afraid to use what they have. No fucking hesitation. No doubt. Just action,” he said.

“They die as sure as any man,” I agreed. “No doubt. No hesitation.”

The walk to the edge of the trees before the clearing where the Reaper waited for us was a miserable one. The rain had become a torrential downpour and every noise we made terrified us. Broken branches made me fear that a burst of Aether was coming, a rustling of leaves was surely our death. But we made it to the ambush location unharmed.

The tent was a small one, only big enough for one person. The fire, protected by a canopy, sizzled whenever a wayward drop of rain managed to meet the burning wood. A subtle smell of sickeningly sweet meat danced throughout the air.

“Go on three,” I whispered.

Fists clenched around the handles of weapons, showing bright white knuckles.

“One.”

Deep exhales were punctuated with plumes of breath, visible for just a moment.

“Two.”

Someone growled, quiet but deep and full of hate.

“Three.”

Everyone burst into motion. Eran dashed straight to the tent, his twin swords singing a deadly melody as they left their sheaths. He cleared the gap within five heartbeats, and within the next two, he had stabbed into the tent multiple times.

Dread filled me since he hadn’t checked the tent first. It could have been anyone in there, and if it wasn’t our Reaper, we’d be cold-blooded murders. His hate had blinded him of my first command: confirm the target. No plan survives the first interaction of combat, but I was hoping it would have survived the first few moments of assassination.

I was worried about all of that, but I was more concerned that each time his blade came out of the tent, it came out unbloodied. There was no gore, no screams, no thrashing from the victim.

A bolt of lightning lit up the north horizon. Standing atop a hill, watching our assassination attempt, was Ecine Vim. He was shirtless with a muscled physique. His long blonde hair and disheveled beard made him resemble the storybook images of the Survivors of the Wastes. The rain didn’t bother him; in fact, he smiled down on us.

The boom of thunder echoed.

“I am beyond you.”

Twin rays of Aether, black as pitch, came from his palms. One was aimed at Eran, one at me. I threw up a shield of Aether and quickly found I had to bolster it. It was at least three times as strong as the shield I had utilized in the warehouse, but it came to me all the same. Even with Samira’s newfound favor, the source of the storm around me, and my own experience, it was hard to keep up. I’d never summoned that much power before. I knew that if I let my guard slip, however, that ray of night would pierce through me.

Ecine relented. I spared one glance at Eran before moving to the treeline. He was strewn on the ground, his legs facing separate directions, and his blades lay helplessly by his sides.

Another burst of night scraped by me. It was eating into the tree I was using as cover.

“Juck, now!” I yelled out. I waited half a second before running to more cover, placing my hopes in the boy’s heroism and his ability to forgive. My hopes were rewarded. I felt the shimmer of Shattering around me, and I saw that Ecine had thrown up a shield to stop the burst of icy Aether Juck had released.

“Yuna, go!” I yelled out. Juck wouldn’t have been able to sustain contact against Ecine for long, not when the Reaper was juiced up on stolen Aether like he was. The man may have been more powerful than any single one of us, but with a triangle of attacks, he’d have to relent at some point. All it took was one mistake, and then three trained Vanguards would capitalize on him. I waited for the sizzling sound of rain falling on flame before I would unleash my own powers.

It never came. Yuna was standing still, not even in cover, just watching. Her arms were crossed at her chest, and she was hunched over herself. Frozen in place, like a boy with a noble behind an alley.

I didn’t have time to sympathize. Juck was being overwhelmed. Ecine took slow, heavy steps as he walked Juck down, swallowing up Juck’s ray with his own. Juck put more of himself into his Shattering, so much that the wet ground in front of him turned to ice. It didn’t even seem to impact the Reaper. Ecine kept walking, slowly, matching the ice with his own shadowy magic.

“Fuck,” I whispered to myself. I ran as quickly as I could while still managing silence. If overwhelming him with numbers wasn’t going to work, it was back to the first option: assassination.

When I got within ten feet of him, Ecine swiveled his spare hand to me. He maintained his Shattering that held Juck at bay while unleashing a whole new burst for me. I’d never seen someone use Aether like that, or with so much power. I slid under the beam as he adjusted his aim. The rush of Aether was both behind and over me, and the distance between myself and death was closing quickly. I managed one more roll and swiped out with my liuyedao, a low swing aimed at his ankles. He jumped and let out a vicious bark of laughter that was full of joy.

His Shattering stopped as he danced around my next two stabs. Even though he was unarmed, I realized that he was better than me. Whether it was fists or swords, if it was just martial skill, he’d win. He made it look easy, like I was a child and he was a parent merely entertaining the display. Every stab met nothing but air, each slash cut nothing but the falling rain.

I lashed out with a combination of two stabs that led to a cross slash. By the time I had completed the second stab, I received a spinning kick to the ribs. The blow sent me to the ground, face first, and I met the muck. Feet came down on my wrists, pinning me. A sudden inhale went across my neck. Ecine was sniffing me.

“Ahh, you got a lot of Aether, boy. Think I’ll take you and kill the others,” he said.

I wouldn’t feel helpless again. Never. Not after Olivia, and self-hate, and cold cobblestones. I wouldn’t. I vainly struggled against him once but found myself held firm. But I wasn’t going to be helpless. Even if it killed me.

I summoned Aether, but changed the starting point. Instead of originating from me, it started a mere foot from the Reaper. I put all the strength into it that I could handle without losing the thread. And I let it loose.

The burst met him straight on. He didn’t put up a guard in time, despite the rush of Aether he must have felt. Across the muck, face down like me, Ecine laughed and laughed. He stood up with a bloodied chest, a circular indent where my Aether had hit him. It flowed freely, joining the rain and the mud that was dripping off him in equal measure.

“That’s my Aether you’re wasting,” he tutted. His walk was intentionally slow, but assured. I forced myself to my knees. I vomited blood. Using that much Aether in one burst had left me in a state of total disrepair. A kick knocked me over, sent me to my back. I looked up at that stormy sky one last time. I wondered if Mika would come to my funeral. I wondered if I’d even have a funeral. I wondered if I had made any positive impact in the world at all.

Ecine’s face took over my vision. His savage blue eyes looked down on me with jubilation. I felt the rush of his Aether. He held his claw-shaped palm far above my face. It turned black.

A weak stream of ice hit his shoulder. Juck, far away, with labored breaths and an arm that he could barely reach out with, used the last bit of Aether that he could muster without passing out.

The Reaper swiveled his black-lit hand to Juck. An arc of lightning hit near us, illuminating the entire world. I saw Juck, standing with everything he had left, facing death without so much as a blink.

Twin blades erupted out of Ecine’s chest.

Eran, with labored breaths, stood behind him. Both Vanguard and Reaper fell to the ground at the same time. Ecine coughed blood, the racking doing even more damage to him as he grated against the steel. He touched the tips of the blades testily, as if he was trying to determine if they were reality or not.

Despite the shaking, despite the tolls of the day, I managed to get to my feet. Slowly, and with great effort, I rose.

Ecine held out a hand, palm up, not pointed at me. It was one that begged for peace, for mercy. He didn’t get it.

Lightning crashed behind me. The storm raged. Thunder cried out. I answered it. I answered all of it.

My liuyedao rose in the air. Lightning fell one more time. My blade fell with it. I slashed into the Reaper’s face, cleaving into him right above the cheek. I yanked my blade out. He held out his hand one more time. Thunder. My blade fell again, in the same spot, but deeper. The rain pelted all of us. I wrenched my blade free. One of those vicious, scared blue eyes came with it. I thought about his feet on my hands. My blade sliced into the top of his head, scattering blonde hairs and brains alike. I thought about the feeling of helplessness I had suffered the past four weeks, the feeling of helplessness she had made me feel. My sword sliced below his cheek. His jaw separated from the rest of his body. I thought about Olivia. I kept thinking about her until his face had become a pile of unrecognizable gore.

And when I sheathed my blade, the storm stopped.

-

Eran was in a bad way. The Aether had left an arrow-sized hole through his midsection, through and through. He bled out of and into it. Mud had seeped into the cavity, and no matter how much water we poured into the hole, we could never be totally clear of it.

Juck was unconscious as well. I didn’t think he was in mortal danger, but I’d never dealt with someone suffering Aether Rebounding. His breathing was ragged and he shivered despite his fever.

“I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry,” Yuna kept repeating to herself.

“Fill this,” I commanded, handing her an empty canteen. She went down to the water repeating those same three words over and over.

“You can’t die,” I said to Eran. “You’re going to let some pathetic Reaper take you out? I won’t forgive you, Eran, I won’t.”

He didn’t respond. He just kept bleeding into the muck.

“You can’t die,” I repeated. I was just as bad as Yuna, helplessly repeating the same meaningless three words.

Juck started to gag and convulse. His body arched and flopped once. More gagging. His head rolled backwards. His eyes cracked open and I saw only the whites, no irises.

“Yuna! Get the fuck back here!” I yelled.

I could barely make out the words “I’m so sorry” by the lake.

“You can’t die,” I said to Eran before leaving him to flip Juck onto his side. He let out thick, green bile. It steamed against the ground, the smell of it like three-day-old meat and pea stew. I patted his back, trying to make sure he cleared out the contents. Eran let out a sudden cough.

My head tilted to the sky. I covered my eyes with my palms, rubbed my face. I was trying to force reality to my will. When I re-faced my situation, nothing had changed.

“Yuna!” I yelled again, rejoining Eran. I held his hand in mine. He was so pale, so cold. His eyes fluttered open for a moment.

“Redlin,” he whispered, his voice barely a rasp.

“I’m here,” I said.

“Sorry.”

“You haven’t died yet, so there’s nothing to be sorry for.”

“I don’t think I’m going to make it.” He put his hand to the wound. It came back red.

“I haven’t given you permission to die, Eran.”

“Apologies in advance.”

“Yuna!” I yelled again.

“I’m so sorry,” she said from right beside me. I hadn’t noticed her coming up to me.

“Eran, I owe the apology to you, for what I’m about to do. Yuna, you’re going to have to cauterize the wound to stop the bleeding,” I said.

“I can’t,” she repeated. It was the first thing she had said after her litanies of “I’m so sorry”.

“You have to.”

“No, I can’t.”

“Yes, you can. Do it for Eran.” I held both of her hands in mine. I looked into her green eyes, saw how close she was to breaking down. I saw that she needed a warm blanket, darkness, and solitude. I pushed her anyway. I gently guided her hands to the wound. As much as I wanted to protect her, I needed Eran to survive.

“Do it,” I commanded.

“I’m so sorry,” she said for the last time.

The rush of Aether moved around us. First I heard the sizzling of melting flesh. Then Eran’s screams, bouncing off the hills and the trees. He fought against her with his fading strength. I grabbed his wrists, stifling the feeling that the Reaper had given me when he did the same, while Yuna continued to cauterize him. He let out a final scream, contorted his body into a shape I had only ever seen depicted in paintings, and passed out.

“It’s done,” she said.

“Then we don’t have any time to lose. Stay here, keep them alive. I’ll get the horses, then we ride to Benro.”


Chapter 41 - 
Crossroads at Benro
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The ride to the city was bleak. We fled from the setting sun as we rushed into Benro. We rode into the darkness, chasing it, tearing into it.

Eran was strapped to my horse while Juck was strapped to Yuna’s. The remaining two horses were tied to ours. The beasts let out labored breaths, sweat and rain steaming off them, but we pushed on. I knew that the town was close, and if the horses died, well then we had two more.

“Not much further,” I yelled to Eran, who had long since lost consciousness. “You hang on, motherfucker.”

We went like that for a while. Me, commanding him, insulting him, and promising him salvation. Him, letting out nothing more than a soft grunt as his body got rocked by uneven bumps that come from sitting on a horse.

“You’re not gonna let some Reaper kill you, are you? All that training, for what? To die in the mud? No fucking way. I won’t let you.”

Far, far in the distance, I saw the first glimmer of a flame. The first glimmer of hope. Benro lay ahead. No longer was it a theoretical refuge. Life, salvation, healing, all within view. All we had to do was make it there.

My horse stopped, screamed, and Eran and I were thrown forward. Supplies scattered around us. The beast kept screaming while my friend was face down in the dust.

I pushed myself upward. I was so exhausted, my body so drained, but I made it. I shambled to the kicking animal. It was on its side and letting out noises that reminded me of a broken sword. Its foot had fallen into a hole, hence the stop. I muttered a quick “thank you” before killing him. He was a good horse.

Yuna stopped near us.

“What happened?”

“Dead,” I explained in my most eloquent words. “Ride ahead, tell them we’re coming. Rouse the doctor. We’ll be behind you.”

She galloped off, leaving the spare horse attached to hers with us. I thought I saw Juck open his eyes. I went to the other mount, who was nervous after seeing what happened to his companion.

“Shh, no time for that now,” I whispered to the beast. It was scared and wanted to rest. I sympathized. “You better still be alive over there, you son of a bitch,” I said to Eran. I patted the horse on the neck twice. Solid pats, ones that reverberated.

Eran was the same shade of pale as when I had last checked on him. His breathing was shallow, but regular. With the absolute last of my strength, I heaved him onto the mount. There was no saddle and no time to put one on. I climbed on and kicked us into motion. I had to hang on to its shoulder while keeping a hand on Eran to keep him from falling off. Death would have been easier. Any whinnying from the horse, any readjustment along the path, and every quarter inch that Eran slipped made me wonder if all this was worth it. Exhaustion beleaguered me, my body begged for an end.

The moon rose above us.

We followed paths of silver light until we got to Benro. Yuna had woken sleepy members of the town. A few of the more alert, and more helpful, members pointed us to the doctor’s. My body was so rigid on the horse that it took two men to pry Eran from my grasp. When they did, I slumped against my mount’s neck, and fell off.

Men and women moved around me in a stream. I couldn’t be bothered to move, not even to roll over. Breathing was effort, life was pain, and consciousness was impossible.

I hovered the line between awareness and oblivion as they dragged me inside. I didn’t put up a fight when they did, or when they took my sword belt off. I hoped that my Vanguard pin was visible, so at least they’d know where to send my body if I happened to die.

They propped my head against a wall. The doctor’s firm orders as they worked on Eran floated above me. I felt like a ghost, ethereal, non-existent. Yuna crumpled up beside me. I couldn’t even crack an eyelid open to see it was her, I just knew.

I fell into the black pit of oblivion once more. Right before I did, I thought I felt her head resting on my shoulder.

-

I woke to the bleary, grey light of a new dawn.

The floor of the lobby in the doctor’s house had been my bed—dropped exactly where they had dragged me. Blankets had been loosely thrown about my legs. My head hurt, my body was both stiff and weak, my stomach churned, and my soul felt like it had been shredded.

I was alone.

My hands rubbed at my face. My palms massaged just beneath my cheeks before I slowly dragged my fingers downward, trying to wash away everything. My hands felt foreign, rougher and as if they were caked in mud. That’s when I saw just how tarnished they were. They were covered in gore that alternated between dark patches of dried blood, flecks of skin, and pieces of gooey meat. I shook them twice, which resulted in only one piece of pulp splattering across the room.

Standing came in a rush, with no conscious effort of my own. I had to check on Eran, on Juck, on my team. I had to make sure Ecine was dead. I had to—

“It’s alright.” The calming voice of the doctor interrupted my maelstrom of thoughts. “Everything’s alright. Let’s get your hands clean.”

Yuna appeared from behind him, carrying a basin of water. She kneeled across from me. I didn’t even realize I was already sitting. She gently washed away the blood with warm water.

“Your friend survived,” the doctor said while Yuna worked. “It was touch and go for a minute. I thought he was going to die, but he pulled through.”

I took the words in, not really understanding their meaning, just knowing it was a good thing. I nodded.

“Your other friend is fine, as well. I’ve been studied on Aether Rebounding, of course, but I’ve never seen an actual case,” the doctor said. “But I’ll leave you to it. When you get cleaned up, they’re both in the back.”

The drops of red water hitting the basin echoed throughout the room. We couldn’t look at each other, even though she cleaned me. What we were doing was too intimate and vulnerable, and after almost losing a friend and killing a Reaper, we weren’t prepared for it.

“I’m thinking about quitting.” Her words hit like thunder.

“Quitting? The Vanguards?”

“Yes.”

“You can’t.”

“I have to, Redlin.” She slammed the sponge into the bloody basin. “I froze up. I couldn’t do anything when push came to shove. Eran could have died. We all could have died. All because I froze. You can’t know what that’s like.”

Cold cobblestones on my shoulder. Warm hands, drunken breaths on my neck. A frozen boy.

“You can’t,” I said again. “I need you here.”

“No you don’t.” She smiled gently. “You can lead. You held us together, you came up with the plan, and you led us here when it all went bad. You’re the hero, I’m just the footnote. Mord was right, I’d be better off anywhere else.”

I wanted to tell her so badly about the interaction with Olivia. I wanted to tell her I knew exactly how it felt to freeze up. To feel powerless. How I felt when I was begging with a comatose Eran to stay alive, helplessly pleading into the void. How, right at that moment, I felt the farthest thing from a fucking hero.

Instead I just told her to think about it.

Maybe if I had been strong enough to be vulnerable, she wouldn’t have felt so alone, she wouldn’t have felt the need to leave. We could have been heroes together. After all, she was there for the right reasons, to help people, to save lives. She was far more heroic than I. I wanted to tell her that, but I needed to bottle up my trauma.

So, all I said was to think about it.

-

Eran had regained some color, but still looked close to death. His hair was ratty and a thin sheen of sweat gleamed against the white torchlight. His breathing was steady, but faint. It felt perverse to look at him when he was in that state. The smell of scoured lemons filled the air as well. It felt like being in a funeral viewing.

“Redlin,” he croaked out with the voice of a man who hadn’t drunk water in days.

“I’m here, Eran.”

“I was weak,” he said. He covered his eyes with his hands.

“Weak? You were the one who got him.”

“I should have been able to fight him. I couldn’t. He was so strong. And he’s stronger than Ecine.”

“He?” I asked.

No answer.

“I truly don’t know what ails you, Eran. You took a blow from a man who had been pilfering Aether, someone who had been Reaping. Yes, it made him strong. Yes, it gave him power. He used that power and got you with it. Big deal. None of us could have fended him off. You took a heavy blow, but you know what? You got back on your feet. You killed him. You took down a man who sowed nothing but chaos and disharmony, and you did it with a hole in your stomach.”

“Those are just words, Redlin. You and Juck were able to Shatter against him,” he said.

“There’s more to fighting than Shattering.”

“Not in that fight there wasn’t. Without it, we’d be dead.” He sighed, removing his hands. “I have to be stronger. I have to be stronger if I’m going to fight him.”

“Then let’s get stronger together.”

“Just that easy?” he asked after a bitter chuckle.

“Just that easy.”

He turned over, away from me.

“Back off, Redlin. It’s all a game to you. This is who I am. Who I train to be. We crack jokes, we train, but at the end of the day, I’d bury you, Juck, Asher, Yuna, and the whole world if I could kill him. Get the fuck out of my face.”

-

Juck was in the other back room. Compared to Eran, he had an element of vitality that still makes me envious. He’d never seemed better, not even from before we fought in Eilen and I snatched his voice.

“You look … healthy,” I offered, unsure of how to approach our conversation after the last two had ended with depression and denial.

He smiled and shrugged genially. There was a trace of that old heroism in him, an easygoing confidence that’s often imitated but seldom replicated. I half expected him to belt out a gloriously deep voice.

“How do you feel?” I asked.

Another shrug. The smile had never left him.

“That’s what I like to see. Good job out there. Hard to believe we got him.”

He pointed to me as his face dipped into neutrality.

“Me? I’m alright.” I shrugged and smiled with attempted relaxed confidence. Often imitated, seldom replicated. He saw through it.

“Things have been tough lately. Nu’uk got killed. I probably could have prevented it, if I was stronger. We all almost died. The plan of attack was mine. I know that the operation was successful, and I know that sometimes soldiers die. But I just can’t stop the thoughts that if I had been faster, stronger, smarter, more prepared—you name it—things would have been smoother.”

The words came tumbling out of me. There’s really nothing quite like a mute to serve as a captive audience. Your chances of being interrupted are effectively none. You can be a babbling creek, flowing and letting your thoughts take purchase wherever they see fit.

“Yuna’s thinking about leaving,” I admitted. “Eran has some sort of chip on his shoulder I can’t get past. He won’t let me help, but he won’t hide his suffering either. It’s exhausting. There’s bad things behind me and bad things on the horizon.”

Samira’s Listener had promised some sort of reckoning, and Allesandra had already hinted at a war amongst the Pantheon. I’ve stumbled on a collusion of the nobles but I’m too scared to say it. Olivia used my body and tossed me aside and now I feel worthless. I choked those words back.

“Anyway,” I said, coming to the sense that I had rambled for longer than any captain should. After all, I had just sent downhill the avalanche of emotional outbursts that Yuna and Eran had given me. Not very much in line with the stoic image I was manufacturing.

“I just came to check on you and tell you good job. It really was impressive. Try to be ready to leave by tomorrow.”

He crossed his arms and leaned against the wall with a smug grin. I damned him and his smooth confidence.

-

We loaded up the three horses who had brought us there and secured one more from the local constable. He had a tough time giving up a horse to people so much younger than himself, but he didn’t put up much resistance once he saw the pins.

Supplied and eager to make this operation a memory, we sat atop the beasts at the crossroads in Benro. The mud had mostly dried with the oppressive heat, but the roads were still brown and potentially treacherous. Shabby buildings, slippery roads, and suspicious citizens dotted the horizon. The populace who were bold enough to get close stared us down with disdain. They were used to being disparaged for being Fymdell’s ugly little sister, and seeing Vanguards “steal” one of their horses didn’t quell their feelings. It probably didn’t help that we hadn’t paid the doctor for his work on Eran, either.

While Juck had made a full recovery, Eran was trying and failing at putting on a stoic display. He winced, cringed, and grunted as he climbed atop his mount. His skin had the sickly sheen of the plagued and the near dead, and his eyes were sunken. He shivered, despite the heat. Yet, he sat, looking to the west.

I spurred my horse into motion. Two sets of stomping sounded out from slightly behind my sides. I looked back to verify that Eran was able to drive his horse alongside us.

Eran was one of the two who was already moving. It was Yuna who remained outside the doctor’s office.

“C’mon, Yuna, let’s get out of here,” I said.

“I can’t. I meant it, Redlin,” she said. A breeze came in from the east. Our horses stepped nervously, eager to go in the wind’s direction. Yuna’s stood resolute.

“What is she talking about?” Eran asked.

“You make sure to look out for him,” Yuna addressed Eran. “He’s going to need it.”

“You can’t leave, Yuna. You’d be a deserter at best and an Apostate at worst,” I said.

“Maybe in name,” she admitted. “But look what happened with Ecine, look what happened with Nu’uk. People die when I try to fight with them.”

“No one died this time,” I countered.

“Because of you. I was nothing but a detriment.”

“So make up for it!” I yelled and turned my horse to face her.

“I am,” she whispered, her voice barely carrying to reach me. “I wish I didn’t have to, but I have to leave.”

“Yuna, don’t. I became a Vanguard to make sure I wouldn’t have to lose anyone important to me again. Please.”

“Try and get Nu’uk a portrait. I always liked him. More importantly, make sure he doesn’t do anything reckless,” she called out to Juck, who nodded respectfully, like a man to a widow at her husband’s funeral.

“Please,” I said.

“Goodbye, Redlin.” She turned her horse.

I spurred mine after her. The rush of Aether flew around me. A ring of fire surrounded Juck, Eran, and I. The constable’s horse whinnied and backed into the center while the gasps of citizens sounded out.

Through the flames, I watched her ride off into the east.


Chapter 42 - Darkening Sky
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There was some argument about what to do, once the flames were put out. Eran wanted to chase after her and make her see reason. I knew that she wouldn’t, and running after her wouldn’t change anything unless we dragged her back by force. Juck was irritatingly indifferent. Impatient citizens, already unhappy and now irate at the flames that they blamed us for, served not only as a violent audience, but one that demanded a quick resolution.

In the end, I won out. If Eran had been healthy, he may have gone out after her alone, but the combined weight of my commands and his injuries were too much to disobey. He alternated between hateful silence and bitter arguments. A poetic fit for the long, unwelcoming road to Fymdell.

To accompany our loss and the poor roads, there were signs of bandit activity along the road. The more forested it became, the more the signs became apparent. Discarded food items, notched markings in the trees, and even a broken bow. Decorated with expensive horses and bruises, we made for enticing targets.

The trees grew thicker and thicker. The chattering of animals and the smell of a forest after a rainy day made it hard to distinguish activity. An aura of tension, external instead of self-directed, settled between us. Even Eran stopped complaining.

An arrow flew ten feet in front of us. It embedded itself into the trees with a twang. Birds scattered.

“Off the horses, boys,” one of the bandits yelled from the bushes. It was a weak voice trying to project strength.

“You picked the wrong target,” I yelled back. “We’re Vanguards.”

“Yeah, right,” the same voice said after laughing. “And I’m the princess of Usmal.”

“Your voice is a little rugged for a princess.”

“Don’t backtalk royalty. Off the horses.”

“Listen fellas, I’d like to joke around with you, but we lost a member this morning. My patience wears thin. Fire another arrow and it will be your last.”

Another arrow flew. It met stone summoned by Eran and splintered into a thousand pieces. I didn’t need Aether for my job. I jumped off the horse, drew my sword, and dashed into the woods, abandoning strategy and common sense.

A boy, barely into his teenage years, revealed himself with a scream as he tried to clothesline me with a rusty axe. He had a look of terror when I threw myself under it. As I closed in on him, I noticed he had the same face as the assassin in Fymdell. The one who had plagued me with guilt. I flipped my hand to a backwards grip on my liuyedao and stabbed out. Steel rent the meat just beneath his ribs. I continued my dash, ripping my blade as I ran. Flesh and blood rained down from the gaping crater from his ribs to his back. No guilt this time. Mild relief. Taking his life took away some of the mournful hate I felt.

His friend was next. He was just as young and let out the same type of war cry, only with more fear and with piss coming down his leg. Same face as the assassin. Same face as his friend. Same futility in facing me.

This one had a home-made, rudimentary spear and it looked like it’d break before it could kill, like calm waters or an armed skeleton. His hair was tied in a loose knot, his frame shabby, and he looked like he needed a hug, a meal, and a bath.

I let him come at me. He stabbed at me with that rusty spear. I sidestepped and felt the rush as it went by my side. When his stab was fully extended, I grabbed the wood, yanked, and took it from him. I broke it across my knee and let the splinters rain down on his feet. Then I threw the broken segments down to join the remnants. He was looking at the shavings when my sword entered his chest.

A scared yelp came from fifteen feet away. There was movement in the bush, erratic and rushed, and then it stopped. An arrow came out, weak and shaky in the air. It landed in the red grass in front of me, a weak arc that had barely even taken flight.

I walked him down, slowly. Just like Ecine did when he was overpowering Juck. The boy threw the bow out of the bush and came out with his hands up. He was younger than the other two, with sandy-brown hair and hunger-pained features. He had ruby-red lips and I kept walking, slowly. My blade was raised and pointed at his chest.

“I’m sorry,” he said. Tears ran down his face.

“Are there others?” I asked with a voice that was not my own.

“N-no,” he stammered. I kept walking. Steel touched his chest. He yelled out another apology. Blood welled up at the point of the sword. There was the humming of Cassius, one of the war songs I had learned at Eilen, somewhere in the distance. The boy stayed motionless. I felt the resistance of metal against flesh and pushed through. I kept him standing as my blade went through his heart. I watched, for a moment, as blood hit the glade beneath him. Pockets of light came through the trees. A ray bathed us in luminescence. I tilted my sword downward and let the corpse slide off.

For the first time, I felt nothing at all about death.

You’ve probably noticed my tendency to over-feel things. Abandonment, sorrow, guilt, all the rest. Watching that boy die, I felt nothing at all. Nothing. The absence of everything. It was a stark contrast to that would-be assassin in the alleyways of Fymdell.

So, feeling nothing was a relief. It was like being in the eye of a hurricane, or enjoying a night of solitude after a day full of noise. Feeling nothing was a blessing, one that I held tight and cherished.

As I rejoined my group, my fleeting nothingness faded back into guilt. I wished it had been guilt at killing an unarmed boy, but instead, I felt shame at my lack of culpability. I recognized that I should feel bad about the killing, but truly, I didn’t, and that made me feel bad.

That shame turned into anger. Always easier to armor yourself in hate than in self-reflection. I blamed the major figures in my life, like the weak man I was.

Abandon me? Leave me trapped in a ring of fire? I’ll kill all of them. All the evildoers in the world, all for you.

Die at the hands of a noble too weak to fight you head on? I’ll kill all the Reapers myself.

Lose your hand and blame me for your shortcomings? I’ll be ten times the swordsman you could ever be.

Leave me at Eilen while you raise my brother and sister? Fuck you, I’ll become the greatest Vanguard this world’s ever seen.

-

I hid the truth about our attackers’ ages from my companions. My mind was blank, my soul was mute, and my thought was singular.

Why do I jump right into killing?

Maybe my father was right when he said I had the eyes of a killer. Self-righteous fuck that he was, I wasn’t disproving his theory.

On the surface, I knew that my homicidal instincts were not an admirable trait, but oh, did they stir my heart. The sang the notes of an ancient, powerful song, one that comforted me and make the world seem okay.

-

“Ecine?” Cyn’se asked when we returned. She had us report to her in her office, and based on her expression, I suspected she was waiting for us to fail.

“Dead,” I said.

“Good. You’re down one. What happened to Yuna?”

Like a bolt of lightning, the first thought I had since killing the bandits struck me.

I remembered lying to Allesandra to condemn Gare. That falsity had forced him into a fate he couldn’t avoid, and here I was again, facing down a powerful woman while my words held the power of life or death over my companions. Even her room was similar, arranged in a way that was reminiscent of Allesandra’s office.

Hurt as I was at being abandoned, I wouldn’t let Yuna suffer the same fate.

“Dead,” I lied. “Ecine got her.”

Eran coughed suddenly, but he didn’t tell the truth.

Cyn’se put down the set of documents she had in front of her and studied me intently. She was probing for weakness, for lies. I was about to break when she started rereading her papers.

“I’m sorry to hear that. She was a good Vanguard. Anything else?”

“Ran into some bandits on the way here.”

“Anything important?”

“Killed three of them. Young men.”

Innocent eyes, scarred fingers, inexperienced fighting.

“I asked if it was anything important, Redlin. Dismissed.”

-

“She’s a fucking Apostate, Redlin!” Eran whispered as we walked the halls.

“She’s our friend,” I corrected.

“She was! And then she attacked us with fire and abandoned us!”

“That was hardly an attack. And besides …” I pulled up his shirt and revealed the hand-shaped burn scar on his stomach. “Don’t you think you owe her this?”

“I’m not going to forget this.” He bumped shoulders against me as he pulled his shirt down and stormed off.

Juck didn’t say anything as he left. Him and his damned silence.

-

Our party wasn’t the only morose one. The other members of our class of Vanguards shambled about with downcast expressions and quiet voices. I tried to strike up conversations with a few of them but was met with disinterest if not outright ignored. No one spoke, no one trained.

Rohan was nowhere to be seen. I checked all the floors, all the rooms, and even a restaurant or two I knew he fancied. Checking those locations helped me get out of the building anyway. I didn’t want to be around the Vanguards. My own attitude about Yuna’s departure, combined with the negativity of everyone else, was stifling. Outside the building was sunshine and people happy to be alive. It was annoying, but needed.

I went to bookstores, as I often did when I wanted to escape. The smell of old books, the quiet, respectful conversations, and the enthusiasm of fellow patrons always sets me at ease. Bookstores are often chaotic and full of gems, but also everything feels at peace. For me, entering a bookstore is like re-entering childhood, if only for a fleeting moment.

Hiding in the shelves was the rattiest, most well-loved book I could find. Some people shy away from a tattered spine and dog-eared pages, but I love finding a book with those markings. It’s proof that someone, somewhere, loved the book.

I spent the afternoon reading atop one of the roofs in Fymdell. When I was done, I watched the sun set over the city skyline. The pinks and reds reflected over the water, just barely visible from my vantage point. Dying embers of burned sage fell down like angels descending from heaven. The sky darkened, the moon rose, and an indifferent universe was all the comfort I needed. A poet once told me that “the sea does not dream of you”, and if that’s true, it’s doubly so for the moon.

Looking up at that sky, I couldn’t help but think about all who had come across my path. I wondered if we were all looking at the same moon. I wondered if they were thinking about me like I was thinking about them.

The walk back to the Vanguard building was a slow one. My feet dragged without conscious thought. I looked carefully through shop windows I had no genuine interest in. I stopped at an apple vendor, bought one, took a bite, and threw it away.

My instincts to push my return to the Vanguard building proved correct. When I arrived, Asher pulled me into his office.

“Hard thing, losing a member,” he said. He wouldn’t look me directly in the eyes, unusual for him. “But it’s an even harder thing to lose two.”

“Yeah,” I said. I wasn’t sure what else to say. He wasn’t either.

“I’m not very good at this part. Typically drinking helps.”

“Helps you or would help me?”

“It’d help me help you.”

“That’s a lot of helping.”

“And a lot of drinking,” he said. “Jokes are good. Some people use them like armor. Don’t let it become your gut response. If you feel something, say it.”

“We all have our vices,” I said.

“Indeed.” Asher took out his tell-tale silver flask and gave a mocking toast to my words. He drank long and deep, and offered it to me. I accepted. It was easier to drink this time.

“You know, you’re the first one to take me up on the offer today,” he said.

“Today? You’ve had similar meetings today?” I asked.

“Of course, why do you think everyone is so glum? Assassins got Quin.”

Quin, one of the Vanguard recruits who worked with Rohan.

“What? Where? Who were they guarding? Is Rohan okay?” My questions flowed out of me without pause or thought.

“Easy, kid, easy. I liked you better when you told jokes,” Asher said. He reached over the table and took his flask back. He took a pull and began to slowly pace the room, leaving me with my questions. He ended up looking outside the window with his arms held behind his back.

“They were guarding Duke Elroy. He’s a pretty staunch supporter of Arch Bishop Larkin. Some of Kaeso’s supporters were yelling at him while they were walking down the street. Rohan led the Duke and his team down some of the alleyways. You know how those can be.” Another pull from the bottle. Breath plumed against a foggy window. “Assassins were waiting. Three of them, they got the jump on the group. Killed Elroy before the group could react. Two of them stayed while one ran. They killed Quin before being overpowered. Their bodies are being examined, but the runner got away. Rohan is fine, no injuries, but he’s taking it pretty hard.”

“You think Kaeso is involved?” I asked.

“Hard to say. My gut says he’s at least aware.”

“Then let’s go get the fucker.”

“Slow down,” he ordered. His voice was that of a commander again. “Everything is politics, especially these days. Nobility and the crown are pissed off at the Heraldry. The priests stir the masses and build them to resent the crown. We’re operating in the middle ground. The nobles see us as tools of the Seraph, while the citizens see us as tools of the Archon. Kaeso is fanning the flames behind the citizens, telling them they can ignore the lawmakers and follow their faith. The Archon is trying to keep everything together. If we go in and blindly accuse Kaeso of crimes, without evidence, what do you think will happen?”

“Riots,” I answered.

“At best. Riots that would last weeks and see a fair bit of the city in flames. Hells, who knows, maybe even a civil war.”

“Civil war? Seems a bit dramatic.”

“Oh, you know me, always over-dramatizing things.” He sat back down suddenly. “It’s really not, Redlin. Things have been ‘just alright’ for a long time. One of the greatest threats to society is a bored population and an energizing leader. Kaeso plays the balance between the Heraldry and the nobles to perfection. Always hinting, but never outright saying. Always pushing, but always with an excuse. He’s a flame and this city is a powder keg.”

“So what, we do nothing? Just let Kaeso murder the opposition until he’s elected Seraph?” I demanded.

“Do nothing? I never said that. We’re going to go see him. Soon,” Asher said.

“When?”

“Next week is the Tribunal. Everyone who’s someone is gonna be there. Dukes and duchesses, lords and ladies, the Seraph, the Justicars, the Bishops, the Listeners, and of course, the Archon. We’re going to investigate, intimidate, and enlighten.”

“Enlighten?”

He smiled then, as wide as a feeding snake. He put the flask down firmly on his desk after finding joy in his sentiments.

“One of my Vanguards is dead because of his rhetoric. A second because of scared nobles. Another’s dead because of a Reaper. I’m already pissed off. We’ll try to do this right once. We’ll play his game, discuss things in the shadows, and keep his nose clean. If it doesn’t work, well then, we’ll take it from there.”

“I want in,” I said.

“You’re a bit young to be pissing away any sort of bridge-building. Scumbag he may be, he’s still an Arch Bishop.”

“I want in,” I repeated. I added an edge to my voice to illustrate that I could be intimidating when it came down to it.

“Alright. Good, actually. We’ll find a way to mention you were the one who knifed the original assassin that was sent after the Justicars, see if that gets anything out of him. This is under the assumption that you can holster your anger until the time is right.”

“Of course, my lord,” I said with my own smile. I dipped into the training I had learned from Eilen where they taught us the importance of charm and blending in.

“You look like a pontificating upstart desperate to impress,” he said with a frown. “Which means it’s perfect. Go see Shur tomorrow with Juck and Eran. Oh, and do me a favor and talk to Rohan. Events like these make or break someone.”

-

Sitting atop a roof under a black-azure sky, the traces of the boy I had met in Eilen were gone. We knew what we pushed our destinies to, but being responsible for deaths takes a mental toll on most people. Most get numb. Some get a taste for it. Some run away.

Rohan was teetering between numbness and running away. It’s a fine line, the precipice of controlled discipline at the cost of your soul or keeping your morality but losing your honor. It’s a choice every warrior makes after seeing death for the first time.

“It’s not easy, is it?” he asked as I sat down next to him.

“No, it’s not,” I agreed.

“I thought you didn’t care about your allies. I didn’t know how you were able to lead them after seeing one of them die.”

“Somebody has to.”

“Somebody better than us, though. Right?”

“We all fuck up, Rohan. Asher’s probably gotten more people killed than you and I ever will. We can’t mope about it.”

“Is that what I’m doing? Moping?” he demanded. I had gotten his grief to change to anger and to point at me, which is exactly what I wanted.

“From the looks of it. Maybe a little bit of brooding as well.”

“It’s all jokes to you, isn’t it,” he said.

“No,” I sighed. “If you want the reality of the situation, I do it for them, not in spite of them.”

“Them?”

“The dead. The ones I failed. If I gave it all up, Rohan, if I decided ‘I can’t do it anymore’, then their deaths are meaningless. I’ve made mistakes. I’ll make more. But I look beyond myself. Who doesn’t make mistakes?” I found myself missing the flask.

“Neither you or Asher would have led them down alleyways like that.”

“Sure,” I agreed. “Because we already made mistakes like that. One day, a recruit is going to make the same Blackened mistake you did, and they’re going to go pout and say, ‘Rohan wouldn’t make a mistake like that’.

“Everyone fucks up, Rohan. Learn from it. Be better. Do the dead proud.”

I left him on the rooftop, hoping my words took effect.

-

The next morning, Eran, Juck, and I went to see Shur. Bright and early. He was the same as always. His personality was entirely undisturbed by hearing about the death of two of his most recent students. Credit to the old man, he cared deeply about the living, but only the living. You’d never hear him use words like “revenge” or “vengeance”. All he wanted was for the ones amongst the living to live well.

“So, Aether Rebounding,” he said when we entered the dank basement. “I hear we had a case of it.”

Juck nodded seriously.

“Happens to sorcerers sometimes. You’ll recall the four tenets: strength, area, duration, and starting point. Rebounding happens when you try to pour too much of yourself into one, or more, of those facets.”

“I thought you became a Husk if you did that,” Eran said.

“You become a Husk when you run out of Aether entirely. Rebounding happens when you put more into Shattering than you’re capable of, if that makes sense.”

“Not really.”

“Take the mathematical example I gave you all a while back. From a scale of one to ten, with ten being the strongest. Some people can’t go all the way up to ten; they may have a self-imposed limit at seven. Nasty side effects, like blackouts, fever, nausea, and the rest, but ultimately not fatal. As you can see, Juck is still here with us amongst the living.”

“This would have been nice to know before going out into the field,” I said.

“Surely experience is the best teacher.”

“Best? Maybe, but it should never be the first.”

“I used to teach it before letting soldiers out into the field. They became timid, and died in battle without even getting to that limit. When I stopped teaching it, there were less deaths.

“I’m an old man. I’ve seen a lot of deaths in my day. Caused a few. Regretfully, even killed once or twice. The ones that always hurt me the worst were the students I lost. Bright, young minds, minds like yours, minds that I helped grow. Lost into The Black. If I have to keep students in the dark and deal with their temporary resentment then so be it.”

“What happens when it goes the other way? When your lack of instruction gets a student killed?” I asked. Being infantilized sat poorly with me, and I was ready to argue.

“It’s a question I ask myself every time. Yuna was intelligent and pure. She would have been a force of good in the world.”

I wanted to tell him that she was alive, but as he said, I’d rather deal with his temporary emotions for the greater good. He was the teacher, after all.

“But, I also heard that you used the starting point concept in real time!” Shur said, returning to his upbeat, bubbly, aloof personality.

“Yes. Not far from me—a foot, maybe.”

“How much did it cost?”

I found myself clutching my stomach in a soothing fashion as a reflex.

“An eighth. Give or take.”

A low whistle came out of his mouth. Eran went rigid. Juck, of all people, gave me a look of pity as if I had died. I hated the sympathy. It was my sacrifice to save all of us. Yes, it was a ridiculous price. Yes, I missed it immensely. Yes, I felt less myself than ever. But at the end of the day, what were the other options?

“You have my sympathies, Redlin, truly. That’s a lot of Aether, especially for one so young as you.”

“Better to have lightened pockets than die with full ones.”

“Doesn’t mean that I can’t offer some sympathy. I wish I could offer more.”

“Yeah, well. The price we pay, right?” I said. I wanted the sympathy to stop. I needed it to stop. All my life, ever since I’d been dropped off in Eilen, people looked at me with either sympathy or trepidation. I preferred the latter.

“Fair enough.” He nodded and turned his back. “Anyway, my curiosity is sated, as well as yours, I hope. Go, eat, be merry, deny your feelings. Do whatever the youth do when faced with tough times and inadequate older men.”


Chapter 43 - The Tribunal
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Dressed in formalwear expensive enough to make a viscount blush, Asher, Rohan, and I left the Vanguard building on the dusky sunset of a classic Fymdell night. The ground was pleasantly warm while the air was slightly cool, and the burning of sage was particularly powerful that night. Vendors were working late, hawking goods at commoners and nobles alike. The excitement and joviality in the air was infectious, and it almost got me, but we were on grim work.

“Be cordial, be charming. You’re here to serve, not be served; don’t let the setting fool you. Redlin, I’ll signal you when I want you to join,” Asher said. Rohan knew there was something going on, but not the specifics. It irked him, but he took it on the chin.

“I’ll be waiting,” I said. “Any other Vanguards going to be there?”

“A few. You should recognize them from the graduation celebration.”

“Shame that Juck can’t be here.”

“Juck is mute with a giant scar on his neck. Perfect for intimidating a low-level thug, not so much at navigating the snake’s nest of the Tribunal.”

“I think it adds an element of shock and awe,” I said.

“I think it adds an element of classless violence.”

“We’re saying the same thing here.”

“See, Rohan, a premium example of how to not be cordial or charming,” Asher said.

“Well, if you’d like me to step up and take point on whatever you have planned, just say so,” Rohan said. He was getting back into the routine, although he wasn’t fully back to his usual self.

“And there’s the example on how not to serve,” Asher grumbled.

The Archon’s keep was a glorious building. It was made of a light grey stone that complimented itself nicely against the blue themes of the rest of the city. A moat had been dug around it, and the embers of the burning sage reflected beautifully against the still water. The tower where they burned the leaves for perfumery stood tall, jutting upwards like an outstretched hand trying to reach the sky.

I almost got left behind, so distracted was I looking up into that tower. It might have been nice to have been the burner, in another life. Up in the sky, next to a warm fire, serving a simple but fulfilling task.

“Enough daydreaming,” Asher said over the shoulders of the guards that he and Rohan had walked past.

I hurried to catch up and blend in with everyone. Atop the bridge that led into the keep, the wealthy and powerful mingled. With honeyed words and double meanings, they watched us like sharks. I no longer felt like the knife in the dark, the sword of the realm. I felt like bait.

Once we got inside, it was more of the same. More guards, more powerful people, more schemes, and more of more. The gold, the jewelry, the silk, the finery. All of it. Any luxury you can imagine, well, any luxury that’s acceptable to display in public, was bared for all to see.

“Don’t engage in the refreshments too much,” Asher whispered as he began to step away.

“I’m not much of a drinker,” I said.

“That’s not what I was referring to,” he said, eyeing a woman in a purple dress.

With a grace I didn’t know he possessed, he made his way through the party. People smiled and reached out to touch him as he left, reminding me of the gap between us despite our casual conversations.

I found the nearest wall to stand by. Maybe if my directive was to socialize, I would have done so, but I needed to mentally prepare myself for trying to bully one of the most powerful men in Usmal. It’d help to simply serve as back-up, but still, a nerve-racking prospect.

“We can’t both be brooding,” Rohan said. He had managed to snag two drinks and was pushing one on me.

“I’m not brooding,” I said.

“What do they call it when people stand in the corner with a furrowed brow and a deep look of ‘oh look at me, I’m so much better than everyone else here’?”

“I’d probably call it brooding.”

“Right, so chin up, drink your drink, and for the love of Reign, would it kill you to smile? If I can do it, you can too.”

“You were groomed for events like these, oh noble child.”

“So, you finally admit I’m better at something than you?”

“The only thing you’re better at than me is horse racing, and I have a firm suspicion that’s because you’re of equal intelligence.” I relented and took the cup. I held it up, the shimmer of gold held high. “Cheers.”

“Cheers,” he said, clinked cups, and drank deep. “It’s been a while since we’ve talked.”

“We’ve been busy.”

“Yes we have. If you won’t say it, I will. I’m proud of us.”

“Really?” I asked.

“Really. We lost people on the way, that’s true. But at the end of the day, we made it. We’re Vanguards.”

“That we did. Let me ask, do you feel …?” I paused, looking for the word.

“Fulfilled?” he guessed. “Some days. Although, I wonder if this is what I wanted to do because it’s who I am, or because of who my father made me.”

“You’ve mentioned your father before. What’s his deal?”

“Head master of coin. Responsible for minting, mining, and maintaining.”

“Shit,” I said, stunned by the revelation. On paper, he was probably the fourth or fifth most powerful man in the country, but in reality, he could destabilize and upset the entire world.

“Yeah,” Rohan said simply. He took a long drink to counteract the stunned silence, and as he did, I saw him differently. He’d always been a good-looking man, but now I saw that it was mostly by design. The way his nose came to just the right angle, the way his jaw looked cut of marble. All of it planned by a lineage of fine breeding. I’d crumble under expectations like that. Who could live up to expectations of grandeur that existed before even their father was born?

“I’m the youngest of four sons,” Rohan started. “They all have important positions. Politics, religion, and banking. There was almost nothing left for me, at least, in his eyes. He’d encourage me whenever I practiced the sword, berate me for studying books. I feel a grim satisfaction when I get better, but late at night … I don’t know, Redlin. I think I’d be happier as a farmer if my dad supported me.”

“Does he support you now? I mean, you achieved what he wanted, right?”

“I don’t know. I guess. I’ve seen him once, since we joined the Vanguards. He gave me a quick ‘good job’ and then asked when I was going to become a leader.”

“Always more.”

“Always fucking more. More wants. More ‘what’s next?’ I say that I’m sick of it, that I’m enough, but here I am, still hunting for more,” Rohan said. “Reign’s sake, what’d they put in these drinks? Sorry, Redlin, didn’t mean to get all emotional on you there.”

“My dad left me at the footsteps of Eilen,” I interrupted. It came out of my system, partly in an attempt to make him feel seen, partly because it was something that I simply wanted to say. “One day I had a family, the next day I didn’t. I chase legends so I can be one myself, to say ‘fuck you, dad, I am something’. But to answer my own question, no I don’t feel fulfilled. I’m always chasing more, too.”

“Always more.”

“Fuck’s sake, what’d they put in these drinks?” I asked.

“Must have poisoned ’em.”

“That and the air too,” I agreed. Men weren’t allowed to discuss their feelings, their traumas, like this. Even men like Rohan and I, who had grown up and lived in the same room. After a few drinks, though, maybe you could get away with it. So, we said that the drinks were four times the strength of a normal one.

We went to the hallmarks of drinking conversations, gossip and nitpicking. We discussed our allies and things they could do better, as well as our exploits and how manly we were. I was half distracted by keeping an eye out for Asher. Despite the admission of unfulfillment and the futility of chasing more, I continued. Being aware of your faults is only worth something if you’re willing to action them.

I became distracted as we worked around crowds of the most well-dressed, most beautiful people you’ve ever seen, jam-packed on marble floors in silk dresses and regal finery. Butlers and servers who had more elegance than anyone I’d seen in Eilen brought plates worth more than homes. Harpists and violinists played in a controlled, but beautiful, timbre.

And in the midst of all that splendor, all that beauty, stood Lady Olivia.

Her laugh was instantly recognizable. She flirted with two men at once, playing them off each other like an auctioneer. She’d place a hand on one, give the other a wink. It made me sick. She was here, dancing, socializing, drinking, and above all things, happy. It was disgusting. It was too much.

Cold cobblestones on my back. Warm hands.

“I’ll be right back,” I said as I forced my drink into Rohan’s hand.

“Where are you going?” he asked, but I didn’t break stride.

I all but barreled my way outside. It wasn’t the practiced socialite move I’d been taught, but I had to get out of there. I was starting to overheat, and I felt like if I stayed, I’d have thrown up all over those pretty white floors.

I leaned over the balcony’s ramparts and managed to keep it all in. Tears and vomit, both kept inside, like a proper soldier. When I tried to find something to lean on, my back met the stone wall. It reminded me of that night. I stepped forward. I wished I had a flask, or anything to keep my hands busy.

“Redlin,” a feminine voice said from over my shoulder. It was recognizable instantly. The warmth. The love. The days spent talking. Instead of remembering hot streets and cold walls, I was thinking of sunny days and strawberries.

In a black dress, Mika was the discord of the light grey, gold, and blues of the Archon’s keep. Her fiery red hair was more resplendent than all the gold in the estate, her golden eyes more precious than all the gems in Fymdell. Her honest confidence was what nobles should have been made of, and she offered hard truths instead of pretty lies.

“Mika.” The name escaped my lips breathlessly, so stunned was I to see her.

“Don’t look that surprised.” The slightest hint of a smile on her lips. “I’m just as noble as everyone else here.”

“Far more so, my lady.” I found myself bowing before internally cursing myself as an awkward fool.

“Rise, my dear sir,” she said with a bubbly sarcasm that I had missed so greatly from her.

I pulled her into a long hug. She was surprised and stiff at first, but suddenly relented. We melted into each other. It was like coming home. The smell of sage disappeared, and I smelled the fruits and laughs we had shared.

“Missed me?” she asked.

“Like you wouldn’t believe,” I said.

“I saw you staring at some of the ladies out there,” she chided.

“Shut up,” I said and pulled her chin upwards.

Our eyes met and locked into place. The rising moon shone on her pale skin, making her look even more ethereal and angelic than I remembered. Her eyes looked away shyly, but she didn’t pull away.

“What if people see?” she asked.

“So what if they do?”

“I don’t want to ruin your good reputation amongst the masses.”

“I’m hoping you ruin a good bit more than that,” I leaned in and whispered into her ear. Without seeing her, I could tell she was blushing, but I wondered where the words had manifested themselves from. I felt locked out of my own head, out of control of my recklessness.

“What happened to the boy I sent away? Did some woman get her talons on you and ruin you?” she said sarcastically.

I pulled away. I tried to hide the hurt of her words, but I must have failed. She placed one of her soft, supple hands in mine and squeezed lightly. She was full of heartbreaking sympathy.

“It’s okay, Redlin. We didn’t make any vows before you left. I can’t blame you.” Her misunderstanding just made it worse.

“It’s … it’s not that, Mika. Sorry, but really, it’s not that. I haven’t been with anyone.” I paused, questioning whether that was true, as well as building courage for my question. “Have you?”

“There was this boy with black hair, black eyes, and patience, but I haven’t seen him in a while,” she said.

“Sounds like a real heartthrob,” I sighed and pulled away to the edge of the balcony. That rush I had felt as a debonair ladykiller had vanished like a candle flame against a drop of water.

“Well, he won me over.” She nuzzled up against me.

I enjoyed the moment, the smell of her, the feeling of her head underneath my chin. She was nestled up, safe from the world in my arms.

“I missed you,” I said.

“I missed you too.”

“Not to look a gift horse in the mouth, but what are you doing here?”

“Allesandra brought me along. I’m surprised you didn’t see her, she was trying to get your and Rohan’s attention.”

“Balin never rests, does he?” I joked.

“No, never,” she said seriously. Her gentle squeeze became more of a desperate clutching. “Neither do his servants. The Headmistress told me about the offer to you, before you left. There’s plenty of room in his growing congregation, room at the top. It could be us, together, serving Balin, above the followers of the lesser gods. Have you had time to think about it?”

The door to the party swung open with force. It reverberated against the stone as it crashed against the wall, barely avoiding breaking the glass paneling. Mika jolted in my arms and tried to burrow further into me.

The aggressor was one of the Vanguards I had met during the graduation celebration. The large lad, Westenra.

“Hey, asshole, it’s time.”

-

I left Mika with a half-assed attempt at hiding my embarrassment and an earnest promise to return as soon as I could. She accepted both with a bubbly enthusiasm that I had craved since leaving Eilen.

“Can’t trust rookies worth a single fuck,” the giant grumbled as we walked. The jovial part of him that I had seen at the graduation party was gone, and once we got past public sight and into the quieter hallways, his posture reflected his derision.

“Sorry,” I said, still buzzing from the interaction.

“If one girl is all that it takes to distract you, Usmal is doomed.”

“It’s not ‘one girl’, it’s ‘the’ girl.”

He stopped his hurried walk to give me a stare so withering I half expected to gain a year just by being caught in it.

“Rookie, I’m already pissed off at you. Don’t make it worse by saying trite fucking nonsense like that.”

He led the rest of the way in a haggard anger, until he took a sharp right into a gloomy room.

At table laid out with fine fruits and silver chalices sat Asher, leader of the Vanguards, a man connected with everything. On the other side was, Arch Bishop Kaeso, a holy man with far more power, and apparently far more ambition, than a man of the cloth should have.

Kaeso had long brown hair and a regal demeanor. He looked like he was more likely to scorn the working man than support him. He fidgeted slightly when we entered.

“Right on schedule. These are two of my Vanguards, here to protect you, of course,” Asher said.

“Right,” Kaeso said with an unsteady voice.

“We just wanted to express some concerns with the security of the Heraldry. As you can see, these are times of upheaval.”

“And we like to think that we have a lot to do with your safety,” I pitched in.

“Precisely right. With all the rhetoric going on, there are daggers in every street. We have to keep an eye on everyone and everything, or else people get hurt,” Asher continued.

“And sometimes, that involves taking out threats before they can strike,” I said.

Kaeso squirmed against his chair. The big lad to my left cracked his knuckles slowly, letting each finger echo in the blooming silence before moving onto the next. Asher tilted his chair and slowly rocked back and forth.

“I think I understand you, gentlemen. But, just to make sure I’m comprehending …” Kaeso said. His voice gathered confidence as he spoke, and to pronounce his sentence, he pounded the table twice. A small collection of armored Medians entered the room and took up places behind him. Clubs and blades at the ready, they kept coming until the room was full of them. Twenty stood behind Kaeso.

“If I understand you gentlemen, you suspect that my dear friend Arch Bishop Larkin is a danger to society with his words and his speeches. While I may disagree with the man at times, I can say this: the greatest danger to the people of Usmal are in this room, and they’re not us.” The chair Kaeso was sitting on screeched as he pushed back to stand.

“As a matter of fact,” he continued, “this is exactly what I warn people against. It seems clear to me that the Vanguards are nothing more than tools at the hands of the Archon. For Reign’s sake, look at where we stand. You bring me to the darkest room inside the Archon’s keep you could find, threaten me, and then tell me you’ll be waiting in the shadows.

“I’ll tell you this now. I will not yield. I will not break. I will not bow down to the menaces in the shadows. I will lead these people, and a dark reckoning will come down on those who put themselves above the Heraldry.

“There’s a reason they brought me into this room, brothers. It is because they fear the light. And fear it they should, for it will be their death.”

The group left. Asher released a breath and slammed the table.

-

The three of us disbanded to try and put a little bit of distance between us and the potential accusations of collusion and intimidation, as well as just to get away from each other. With time to lick our wounds, we’d all come to the conclusion that Kaeso had been expecting this and was ready, but in the short term, we blamed each other. Asher put the whole operation together, I came on too strong, and our bigger friend had hardly done anything. Blame is always in surplus after failure.

I put it behind me, or at least, pushed it to the recesses of my mind. I got the feeling that it wouldn’t be in Kaeso’s benefit to directly lay claims at our feet. It’d be an ugly, undignified fight with no way to prove what was said on either side. At best, he’d make vague claims about us. Maybe a rumor or two about political collusion. But in the grand scheme of things, it would come down to just noise.

More importantly, I had a girl to see.

I scanned through the ballroom for her. She would have stuck out, if she was there. I searched twice, and on my third search, Rohan found me.

“Guess who I ran into?” he asked.

“Who?” I asked while not really paying attention.

“Allesandra! She spotted me on her way out. She wished me well, asked about you. Had a girl with her.”

“Red hair?”

“How’d you know?”

“Just a feeling,” I sighed.

“I don’t know what you did to piss them off, but they weren’t happy with you.”

“Me? What’d I do this time?”

“I don’t know, it was weird.” He sipped his drink with more enthusiasm at my reaction. “They were asking a few questions about you—if you’d killed anyone, if you can Shatter. When I told them that your Aether came out as wind, they stopped asking.”

A maelstrom of thoughts existed within the spaces of my mind, yelling, “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck!” I pinched the bridge of my nose and resisted the urge to shout at him. It was all becoming too much. My promise, and relationship, with Mika and Allesandra were ruined. Two wars were brewing, one between the Heraldry and the rule of law, and one between the gods themselves. I felt like I was on the losing side of both, and my ability to remain neutral on the latter was quickly vanishing.

“What’s wrong with you?” he demanded. “It’s not like I’m the one who made you choose Samira and throw away everything Balin gave you.”

“Rohan, I know we’re at the Tribunal and surrounded by some of the most posh, powerful people in the world, but if you keep talking, I’m going to have to—”

“Going to have to what?” he interrupted. “Oh, poor Redlin. Chosen by Asher for some secret mission. Hand plucked by Samira. Asked about by the Headmistress of Balin. I’m sorry you think your life is a tragedy and you don’t like the decisions you made, but I’m growing to hate you.”

“Your jealousy is as disgusting as your pride. What happened to you? You used to be a friend, someone I could rely on. Has envy poisoned you this much? Or are these daddy’s words and fists finally bringing the true Rohan to the forefront?”

“You think that I’m the one who’s poisoned? Is this some sort of sick fucking joke? You’re the one who rejected Balin, even after Allesandra took you in and gave you this life. We both grew up in Eilen, but when it comes down to it, you’re Samira’s. And on top of all that, while you were off on your damn adventure, reaping glory, I found out something about you.”

“What’d you find out?” I asked. My anger was doused by a wave of fear that came crashing down. If he found out that I had lied about Yuna, I’d at best be an accomplice to a deserter.

“I talked to your girlfriend.” He smirked and shifted his weight around, bracing for a fight. “Honestly, the things you get away with.”

“You wanna spit it out?” I asked, ready to defend Mika.

“You got a handjob during an escort mission by a client,” he said.

Everything sped up and slowed down at the same time. My jaw stopped working. He took a long sip from his chalice, drained the liquid inside. Called for another as I remained silent.

Cold cobblestones. Warm hands.

“That’s right, Redlin, I know about it. She told me how you enjoyed it. How quickly you finished. Lady Olivia, she’s one for giving details, that’s for sure.”

My hand snaked out and wrapped around his throat. In my fury, I lifted him upwards. He started to gag and choke while kicking against the air. I threw him away, tossed him like a rag doll. He skidded against the ground and bumped against a woman’s legs. She dropped her drink on him while shouting.

A hush spread over the party. Like wildfire, it burned until there was naught but silence and ashes. Even in a group of the most confident, most pompous individuals this side of The Great River, none dared to speak.

With a wet mop of hair, Rohan steadied himself. Champagne dripped from him, down his face, and onto the floor. Those drops were like claps of thunder in that room. It was surreal, standing against him, bracing for the fight. Power and prestige surrounded us, and we were ready for a schoolyard scrap.

Rohan was reaching into his doublet, probably ready to grab a dagger, when the slow, steady claps of one man came from the center of the room. He had long, glorious blonde hair that had the sheen of the gold scattered around, and an equally magnificent beard to match. He was a man dressed in golden robes, a man who possessed an easy smile with a face lined by years of stress. A man that none approached but all wanted to be near. A man whose shoulders stayed strong despite the temerities and stresses of his responsibilities.

The Archon.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I hope you’ve enjoyed our showing today. After all, what is the Tribunal without a fight or two? My grandfather, Viscount Plantius, used to tell me about how he ended up in a brawl with his cousins that ended with the indignity of a pair of ripped trousers and some public indecency.

“In my years of ruling, I’ve looked to my elders for wisdom and the youth for inspiration. And while I don’t see much wisdom in that bout we all witnessed, I do see passion. I see mystery. What do they quarrel over? Women? Money? Contracts? Who gets to see the voluptuous Lady Cathaleen tonight?”

The refined laughter of the rich came out from the crowd while an older woman in a red dress flushed. She covered her ample cleavage with one hand and used the other to wave shyly at Rohan and me.

“Whatever caused the dispute doesn’t really concern me,” the Archon continued. “Because I see the fire behind it! It makes me feel young. It reminds me, and I hope it reminds you all, about the things worth living. When you get home tonight, after you finish telling people the story, I hope it makes you hold the things you care about a little tighter. I hope it gives you the push to go after that aspiration that’s always been there, just out of reach.”

The Archon paused his speech and borrowed a chalice from the already-embarrassed Lady Cathaleen. He took a small sip, held it high in the air until it glimmered beautifully, and waited until his subjects joined him. Rohan and I stood in the center of the toast, our lives in the balance.

“To tonight’s entertainment!”


Chapter 44 - The Bitter, Blackened Road to Eilen
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“So, getting embarrassed in front of the Arch Bishop wasn’t enough?” Asher asked.

We were in his office. His silent rage on the walk back to the Vanguard building was something that made Rohan’s and my anger look petulant. The lack of respite continued in that cramped room.

“You decided to make a public fucking embarrassment of us?” he asked.

“It turned out for the best,” I justified.

“Oh what, that little speech about the follies of youth? The Archon did that because he knows who you are. More importantly, he knows who I am. Him helping you is him ‘helping me’, and believe me, that will be expected to be reciprocated. Arch Bishop Kaeso has a leg on us as well, and if he asks for a favor, we may have to help. What happens if they demand opposite things? I’m not made of favors, Redlin. And ask yourself this, what happens if Kaeso comes out and claims that the Vanguards attempted to intimidate him into submission? People will believe him, because they know at least one Vanguard is reckless and ready to get into a fistfight in front of THE FUCKING TRIBUNAL.”

His fist crashed down on the table. Papers, quills, coins, and a dagger clattered. He folded into himself like a piece of paper and cradled his head in his palm.

A set of firm knocks bounced off the door. Asher winced, grabbed the knife off the table, and held it just out of view.

“If it’s the Archon’s men, we surrender,” he said.

Another set of knocks.

“If it’s Kaeso’s, we kill.”

Two more knocks.

“Come in,” Asher commanded.

Cyn’se walked through. Asher and I both let out a sigh of relief, despite the serious look on her face.

“Reaper in the north,” she said. Her voice lacked any sort of inflection, which was how you knew she was serious. Her natural state was bitter and if she was neutral, shit was bad.

“How many has he Reaped?” Asher asked.

“At least four, maybe more. Some students at Eilen were doing a trial and he took all of them.”

“Any veterans available?”

“Not in time. I could send a raven to the agents I have stationed in The Stone Dale, but they’re hunting in the White Tips. By the time they got the raven, who knows where the Reaper would be.”

“Which of the kids do you think we should send then?” Asher asked. Exasperation had evaporated his ability to make jokes.

“Send us,” I volunteered.

“I can’t even trust you to not embarrass yourself in a non-combat setting. Why in the absolute fuck should I send you?”

“We were successful killing one already, so send Rohan and I to kill him. If we fail, we die, and you no longer have to deal with us.”

Asher pinched the bridge of his nose. “And I still have a Reaper on the loose. My problems don’t live and die with you, Redlin. If they did, you’d be dead and I’d be asleep. ‘If we fail, we die, and you no longer have to deal with us’. What a load of shit. And if you succeed, you’re the hero of the north, slayer of Reapers. Allesandra will be eager to tell stories about the two pupils she had that killed a Reaper that was preying on her students, in order to make herself look good. That praise spreads, and suddenly instead of being an inconsequential pawn that Kaeso or the Archon can’t really use, you’re somebody. That puts us at risk.”

“Then I’ll stay in the shadows,” I proposed. “You remember what I said while we were traveling here from Eilen, right? ‘Juck was born to be a hero.’ Let him. Rohan and I are backup. Juck and Eran are the leads. Any honor goes to them. Allesandra’s happy because Juck gets praise. You’re happy because Rohan and I are quietly capable. Usmal’s happy because the Vanguards take down another Reaper that was feasting on the youth. It’s a win for everyone.”

“Thoughts?” Asher asked Cyn’se.

“Last time he fucked up, he did kill a Reaper as an apology.” She crossed her arms, shrugged, and leaned against the back wall. “Let him try. If he makes it back, kill him so he doesn’t fuck up again.”

She started to examine her nails while putting a knife underneath them. She flicked some grime away while we stared at her.

“That was a joke.”

“Fine,” Asher said. “But Redlin, hear me now and hear me well. This marks your second major mistake. If there’s a third, I will see you kicked out of this order, is that clear?”

“Yes, sir. Thank you.”

-

Rounding up allies reminded me of when I’d try to find Yuna, Nu’uk, and Eran. I said a quick prayer for the first two and went to find the last one on the list. He was training, and training hard, against one of the older Vanguards. They were sparring with real blades and sparks were flying as they matched steel for steel.

“What?” he asked as he dipped beneath a blade.

“We got a job.”

“Oh yeah? Does it involve massacring bandits? How about lying to Asher? Or even better, getting drunk and embarrassing the order in front of everyone?” he asked while he lashed out with three heavy strikes. Anger fueled the blows, and despite his partner being older and more experienced, the man backpedaled.

“It involves whatever it involves,” I said.

“Get someone else.”

“No.”

Eran launched a dangerous combination against his opponent. The sound of swords reverberated around the room. The shuffling of feet. The smell of sweat.

He overstepped. The more experienced Vanguard swept Eran off his feet hard enough that he went airborne and landed on his back. Rageful, he rushed to get up and found a sword pointed at his throat.

“You still have a lot to learn,” I said.

“Well I’ll learn it far away from psychopaths like you,” he grunted out, careful that the fluctuations of his Adam’s apple didn’t get him cut.

“If you want to kill the Reaper that haunts your past, you’re going to have to work with ‘psychopaths like me’.”

He slapped the blade out of his face and stood up.

“What do you know about it? You know what I think of when I think of him? I see you. That lurking darkness, the rush to kill, and the apologies after. You and him are so similar. Charismatic when words suit you, deadly when it’s blades, and good with Aether. But when you close your eyes, I bet you see the corpses of those you left behind. Each one has an excuse, I’m sure, but it won’t stop you from making more.”

“Ask yourself this: if I was as ruthless as you say, would I have saved you in Benro? Would I have lied, putting myself at risk, to hide Yuna’s fate? I’ve spared Juck’s life twice. When Nu’uk died, did I rush to kill then, or did I stay by his side? If I’m as bad as you say, would I let you keep talking, or would I step in that ring and make you stop?

“I’m tired of people using their past as fuel to get mad at me. I make mistakes, sure, but at least I don’t hold them against my superiors. I’m going, you’re coming, and we’re going to kill that Reaper. Is there anything in that that you have a problem with?”

He let out a small, bitter laugh. His smile was sad and reminiscent, and his eyes far away.

“He could put my head into knots too. Are you genuine? Lying? Lying but think you’re genuine? I guess it doesn’t matter.” He sighed and sheathed his blades. “I’ll go with you, Redlin, but if I see you going down his path, I’ll kill you myself.”

-

Asher and Eran were my two closest friends and they had met me with threats of exile and death; I didn’t have high hopes for Juck and Rohan. If it were a less serious mission, I wouldn’t have even bothered trying to recruit them, especially Rohan. But we were hunting a Reaper, and one that threatened Eilen, too. The three of us were raised there, so I hoped that they’d overlook any personal feelings for or against me and do what was best for Usmal.

I found them together, playing Blades, Shields, and Coin with a group of the remaining recruits. I hate to say it, but it did make me smile.

Two of them were already out, leaving four more.

“Blade,” the girl from Samira’s camp said.

“Blade,” the boy from Odis’ announced.

“Shield,” Rohan said.

Juck held up two fingers, which I presumed meant shield.

They drew their symbols, revealed, and showed three shields and a coin. Juck was the one who drew coin and unceremoniously swept the pot.

“Looks familiar,” I announced myself.

“What?” Rohan asked, an edge in his voice.

“That’s how I won my first game. Lyra was pissed.”

“She was,” he said, his anger mingled with nostalgia. “You think they’re still alive?”

“I’d bet so. Times are dangerous, but it’s not as bad as it used to be.”

“Feels like they’re getting worse, though.”

“Always feels that way. We remember the good times and forget the bad. One day we’ll be saying that the kids these days don’t respect their elders like we used to.”

“Yeah, if we live that long,” he agreed. “Wanna play a hand?”

I’ve never been one to look a gift horse in the mouth. I humbly took my seat and played with them. I went out of my way to play passively and to lose, sticking to shields until I knew that someone was going to throw a blade, and then went for coin.

“Don’t do that,” Rohan said after I went out.

“Try to win?”

“You’re trying to lose. Knock it off and play.”

So I did. I lost the next round, but it wasn’t for lack of trying.

“So, why did you come?” Rohan asked after the game.

There was still an air of resigned hostility between us, as if we were the sons of feuding fathers, but it was a start, a door cracked open.

“Asher wants us to hunt a Reaper.”

“Where at?”

“Take a guess.”

“Don’t say Eilen.”

“Yep.”

“The more times change,” he mused and scratched his cheek. “When do we leave?”

Juck, who I hadn’t noticed watching us, nodded silently in agreement.

-

We were packed, saddled, and ready to leave within the hour. The sun had already peaked and was starting to descend, but we still had a good five hours of daylight left. All of us had a chip on our shoulder, all of us were ready for death.

Asher saw us off. He was the only one; all the others had heard tell of our fight at the Tribunal, as well as a few having heard of the interaction with Kaeso. I was used to being reviled, but the others weren’t taking it as well.

“Hey kid,” Asher said as he pretended to check the saddle straps.

“Asher.”

“You know that I’m still mad at you. But you have to come back, alright? Don’t take unnecessary risks. Kill him before he even knows you’re there. Use every dirty trick you know. But come back, alright?”

“I thought you were hoping I’d die out there, after killing this Reaper.”

“No, Redlin, no. I’ve seen a lot of Vanguards die. Most of them preventable. But you can’t, you hear me? I believe in you. I’ll see you soon.”

He went back into the facility.

“What did he say?” Eran asked.

“Nothing. C’mon, let’s go.”

-

With fragile bonds and bleak mindsets, we left. Citizens and guards alike looked at us with outright contempt and I wondered how much of that was because of the Tribunal, how much was because of Kaeso, and how much of it was some other Vanguard fucking up that we didn’t even know about.

That’s the price of joining an organization that sets out to do the right thing. When you do good, condemn the guilty and save the innocent, make the world a little brighter, and actually try, no one gives a shit. There’s very little respect given for doing what you’re supposed to do. When you make a mistake, get the wrong person, act without foresight, or even worse, act with impunity, you receive vitriol from everywhere. Your cohorts, your leaders, the guilty, and the innocent, all alike detest you.

And maybe it should be that way. Those who seek to protect should be held to a higher standard. After all, they’re the ones who promised to protect, not the criminals. An oathbreaker, even an inadvertent one, is more guilty than the man who never said he was there to assist.

But I guess you know that better than most, don’t you, my Archon?

-

The sun had faded when we set up camp. Normally we’d do that before nightfall, but all of us were keen to bring this threat to an end before it spiraled even further. It was hard to say who was more desperate—Eran, with his deep-seated hate for this sort of criminal, or the three of us from Eilen.

“Where do you think he’ll be?” Rohan asked me.

“I’d think the Wastes. It’d be hard to mount a hunting party to go out there. Snow is probably starting to get bad. I know a few of the guards there, can’t really imagine them going into no man’s land to hunt a full-on Reaper. Far more likely that they’re playing cards by the fire hoping that Allesandra has forgotten about their existence.”

“Heroes, one and all,” Eran muttered.

“They saved me, when I was lost, once. Sometimes heroes are the people who do what they can, whenever they can.”

“If you ask me, the heroes are the ones who stop the villains.”

“Do you feel very heroic right now?”

He didn’t answer, just kept working on his tent.


Chapter 45 – Reunions
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On the third day, we saw the fortress of Eilen. It was just as I remembered it, circular and bone white. It was odd, seeing home like that again. It was the same, and I was different, or it was different and I was the same. I couldn’t tell which. I was older than the first time I had seen it. My father had dropped me off there for a sack of silver, and now I returned as a man. Instead of the child sent to learn from them, I was the man in the shadows who was to protect students. But in other ways, I was still the same. Still unconfident. Still missing my family. Still in the same fucking scarf. I was still Redlin. Was Eilen different? She had seen death, disappearances, and who knows how many new students in my time away. It was impossible to tell which of us had changed more.

However, for all my talk of bravery and courage, of being a nightblade destined to guard, I was too afraid to be the one to go inside the fortress. Mika and Allesandra were Balin’s servants, and I was Samira’s. She owned part of my soul now, and if the gods are greedy, they’re also vengeful.

The bonds between Mika and I were tight, and I’d have chosen her over the storm goddess, but I didn’t want to test if she would pick me over her master. In my heart, deep down, I knew the answer.

“Eran, take Juck and go inside the fortress. Tell Allesandra why we’re here and see if she has any idea where the Reaper may be,” I said.

“You’re not coming?” he asked.

“This is your mission, technically. Rohan and I are here to make amends for the stain we left on the organization, not to make a name for ourselves. Juck should know just as much about the surrounding area as us.”

“Right. Be back in a bit.”

The two left, walking into the snow. I resisted the urge to chuckle as I saw Juck navigate the flurries and snowy ground with ease while Eran plowed ahead with the grace of a drunkard.

“Too bad Asher is only letting Juck and Eran take credit for this. My father would have liked to hear stories about how I led a squad to Eilen to kill a Reaper,” Rohan said when the other two Vanguards were out of earshot.

“Instead of having to hear stories about how his son got into a fight during the Tribunal?”

“Ah, fuck.” His face reddened. “I hadn’t even thought about that.”

“What’s he going to say?”

“I don’t know.” He kicked at some loose snow that had accumulated on his boot. “I saw him at the party, while you were with Asher.”

“How’d that go?”

“He said that he was proud of me.”

“That’s good, right?”

“I don’t know.” His face contorted between a smile and crying. “I felt … empty when he said it. It felt good, but I also knew it wouldn’t be enough. That I’d never be enough. I’ve done a lot of thinking since the last time we talked about my father. Being here just confirms my thoughts. You know how Malcolm and I, well, sometimes we didn’t treat Gare fairly?” He paused to let the understatement sink in. “Well, I was doing what my father, and my brothers, did to me. It toughened me up. It made me eager to not make mistakes, and to fit in with them. That’s what I was trying to do with Gare. Or, I don’t know, that’s what I tell myself.

“The point is, I don’t want to be a man like my father. I don’t want to rub elbows at the Tribunal and watch my tongue at every occasion. I don’t want to make sure my friends and partners are of a certain class. I want to be me, Rohan Munk, and no one else. I never want to hear the words ‘I’m proud of you’ from a man like my father ever again.”

A torch lit in the distance at the gate of Eilen. Juck and Eran were hardly visible flecks on that white horizon. A gust of sleet blew across the open plain between us. The creaking of the gate was heard over the wind, and the two went inside.

“For what it’s worth, you’re a hell of a man, Rohan. You’re a leader amongst the Vanguards. A good fighter, an excellent tactician, and from what I hear, halfway decent with the ladies,” I said. He let out a surprised laugh, which made me feel at ease. “But you didn’t become that because of your father. He may have pressured you, but you’d have been special regardless. When Gare felt that pressure, he crumbled. You’re here, being a hero.”

“Some fucking hero,” he said.

“Yeah, a hero. A man waiting in the cold to kill an evildoer. Not for glory, but because it’s right.”

“‘Sometimes heroes are just the people who do what they can, when they can’?”

“Whoever said that sounds like a genius to me.”

“You’re an asshole, Redlin,” he laughed. “But, thanks.”

“Don’t mention it. And Rohan?” I said.

“Yeah?”

“I am proud of you. I mean that.”

“Redlin, didn’t you hear me? I said that I didn’t want men like my father to say that.” He broke out a wide smile.

I gave him a rude gesture which only made his smile richer.

-

“Three men coming,” I announced.

All three held torches and were bundled up in thick blue cloaks. One walked like a drunkard, which put any anxiety to rest as it was easy to tell it was Eran, even from this distance. The wind was blowing towards us and allowing sound to carry, and I could make out his swearing. The other two walked like naturals through the snow, so probably Juck. The stranger, however, left me confused. In my worst fantasies, the Reaper had already entered Eilen with a squad and was now holding it ransom. This man could be bearing a treatise, or some sort of demand.

Ten feet away, I recognized him. A bit rounder and balder since the last time I had seen him, but it was him.

Prace.

I practically ran into him and tackled him with a bear hug.

“Hey, kid, glad to see you’re still alive,” he said warmly.

“Same to you, old man,” I said, getting off him and offering a hand up.

“You know me, I’ll be alive forever.”

“Yeah, you and Isaaru would be playing cards during the apocalypse.”

“Sounds about right,” he laughed. “It’s really good to see you, kid.”

“Likewise.”

Neither of us had the courage necessary to break through the societal expectations of males, nor the words to express how happy we were to see each other alive. We felt it, and we knew that the other felt it, and that was enough.

“Anyway, the Headmistress invited all of you to dine and rest in the fortress,” Prace announced.

“No can do, Prace. We have an appointment to get rid of some vermin,” I said.

“She thought you may say that,” he chuckled. “You’ve really grown up, kid. Although, you’re still tentative with offered meals, just like the first night you got here.”

“Don’t worry, I could still kick your ass at any game you choose.”

“Still? As if we weren’t taking it easy on you because you were a kid.”

“You, maybe, but I doubt it. Isaaru would steal from an eighty-five-year-old woman for fun.”

“That’s how he ended up on guard duty in the first place,” Prace said.

“I thought it was the sheep fucking.”

“Well, I see being a Vanguard hasn’t dulled your tongue any,” he said. “Still tough to believe. That scrawny kid I watched over became a Vanguard.”

“And it’s time for Vanguards to do what they do,” I sighed. “After, we can reminisce and play cards. But for now, tell me what you know.”

“A group of four went for their Trial of Cold and never came back. We sent out the usual group to go find them, and when they did, they were Reaped. They were left where you and your group had taken the trial. There was something weird with them though.”

“What?”

“Each one had one of their hands chopped off.”

My blood turned to ice. My body was totally still and my stomach was a yawning, endless void. With extreme effort, I rotated my head two inches to look at Rohan. He had the same panic-stricken look that I did. We nodded at each other with complete understanding. We knew the Reaper.

-

We left our horses with Prace and made our way north into the Wastes, into a land where no man could survive for long. A land of death, both giver and receiver. A land of wolves and broken boys.

Rohan and I knew the path. It would be our camp, all those moons ago. Nowhere else. The sun was beginning to set. Despite the black work we were about to do, the skyline was a breathtaking set of purple and green, the colors of souls lost at sea. It was like we were in a painting depicting the folly of man and our inability to simply live and appreciate nature.

It started to snow.

We arrived at our old camp. Memories of boyish bouts, solitary hunting, and canine teeth felt tangible and alive there. I half expected Malcolm to appear from behind one of the trees and wrestle with me.

But it wasn’t Malcolm who came out of the trees.

It was a man dressed in black. One with a hateful sneer and sunken features. One who had had simple dreams taken from him at the untrue words of another. One who dragged a long, thin blade through the snow, its path making a snake’s hiss as he walked. One missing a hand.

Gare.

“Redlin. Rohan,” he said, his voice more hollow and bitter than before. “You’ve brought friends.”

“Gare,” I whispered.

“Don’t call me that!” he yelled out with sudden, unbridled abhorrence.

“What happened to you?” I asked.

“Don’t feign pity! I fell for it once. I thought we were friends. You”—he pointed the sword at Rohan—“were never a friend to me, but at least you didn’t pretend like he did. When the wolves attacked, neither of you were there to be seen. It showed me where your loyalties lay.”

“That wasn’t our fault,” Rohan said.

“Shut up!” he yelled. A rush of Aether came from him. Chaotic, black, pulsating energy erupted from him in a sphere, almost hitting us. Three of us drew weapons. I stood still.

“Join them, or are you afraid of my power?” he demanded.

“I don’t want to kill you, Gare.”

“Of course you do. You tarnished my name, condemned me to a fate where you knew I’d die, all for the pursuit of prestige. I know that you lied to the Headmistress and had me exiled. All to protect your reputation, and that book of yours.”

“Book?” I asked with abject confusion.

“The Philosophies of Tidarian the Raven? Sound familiar?” He had a savage grin. “But I’ve read it, Redlin, and I know why you were oh-so-desperate to keep it safe.”

“I never read it.”

“Don’t fucking lie to me!” he yelled out and another burst of Aether escaped from him. This one was more powerful and it reached all of us. It knocked us back a good ten feet. The feeling of it was like getting hit by a man running at full sprint.

When I got to my feet, Gare was pacing back and forth in three-foot increments, muttering to himself. He was counting on his fingers, and every time he got to four, he’d stop and start again.

“Why would he lie? That’s a dumb lie. Of course he read it. It’s why he lied. The first lie, not the new lie. But why the new lie? That doesn’t make sense,” he mumbled.

“Gare,” I cautioned. I wanted him to be aware of my approach.

He stopped his pacing and his chattering, spun, and raised his sword point to me.

“Why the new lie? Not the old lie, the new lie?” he demanded.

“It’s not a lie, Gare. I never read it. What was in it that was so important?”

“Now he probes. Checking to see if I actually read it. But I did read it. It’s why they fear me. Why they try to kill me. They fear being exposed, and they fear what they can’t control.”

“Hey Gare. Remember me, buddy?” Rohan asked.

“You’re not my godsdamned buddy!” he screeched. He launched a ray of Aether at Rohan. The Vanguard put up a shield of ice, but it wasn’t enough. Gare’s burst punctured the shield and sent Rohan spinning back to the snow.

“They’re not important, Gare,” I said gently, bringing his attention back to me. “What was in the book?”

“Words,” he said, and then threw his head back and cackled like a crow. He stopped suddenly and brought his frowning visage to face me. “No more words. Give me your Aether. You lie about the book. You lie to protect them. Fine. I’ll take your Aether and claim what you deny. Yes that’s it, that’s why he lies. The book was actually about him through me. I’m the hero!”

“What are you talking about, Gare?” I asked.

“No more words!” he yelled and approached.

Eran, Juck, and I all ran in separate directions, trying to surround Gare. He seemed primarily focused on me. I felt the rush of Aether and suddenly, instead of running to surround him, I was running to avoid that deadly touch.

It was black shadows, death incarnate, and it was starting to catch me. Right before it did, I intercepted it with a shield. I put a lot of force into that shield, nearly as much as I could manage. The twin bursts met, and for an instant, they were matched in strength. And then, Gare started trying.

His ray expanded in both size and power. My shield was quickly being overrun. I held it for one more moment, then continued my dash. I felt the heat, the energy off the Aether chasing me. I managed one last look back at the scene before what would have been my death.

Juck and Eran started a small barrage of their respective Shattering. Gare put up an inefficient shield all around him, spherical and of a larger size than it needed to be. My two allies saw the arrangement and put more of themselves into the bursts and started to walk him down. The shield had a slight buckle before Gare stood and shouted to the heavens. The shield turned into a tidal wave of Aether that crashed down upon both of them. The trees around him shook and pelted the ground with snowfall.

I threw a knife and then chased after him. He sidestepped the blade, but by the time he came to face me, I was on him. I swiped at him twice with my liuyedao, crisscrossed slashes, and found nothing but air. On the third strike, I met resistance. It wasn’t the clatter of steel that I’d expected. It was black Aether. It wasn’t connected to him—it was a shield of formed energy with a starting point away from his body. If he had any reservations or setbacks from such a high-cost operation, he didn’t show it.

Gare smiled and stabbed out with his iron blade. Even with all my training, I was too slow. It pierced my stomach, bringing a hot stab of pain in my belly. I keeled over, hardly even able to grasp what had happened. My head swam and my vision was blurry. I heard laughing, manic and deranged, but also tinged with melancholy.

I held out my palm and launched a burst of strong, windy Aether. He let me do it. He could have stopped me, but he didn’t. He let himself get knocked away. He did, however, hold onto the blade, and he took it with him during his flight. My blood fell like rain on snow, and then my stomach was actively bleeding out.

“Smell that?” he asked from afar. His taunts bounced against the trees and surrounded me. “It’s fear. I was afraid for my life right where you stood, Redlin! And just like me, you have no help coming!”

Gare held his blooded blade up high in the air and licked the steel. Then he howled.

Juck took the challenge. He ran up in a zig-zag tactic, hoping to dodge whatever came his way. He succeeded for a time, and when he launched his ray of icy Aether, I thought he had connected.

Gare was just taunting him like he was taunting me. He caught the Shattering with his own before he sent a ray at Juck. The Vanguard dodged to the right and ended up in a pile of snow that was deeper than it appeared.

Eran was next. His approach was methodical. Launch a ray, hide behind a tree, launch a ray, hide behind a tree, and approach. Gare got tired of it. He sent out another wide burst, wider than a cavalry charge, and sent Eran back to the ice.

“Do you think they’ll want me now?” Gare demanded.

I tried to leap, but couldn’t. I coughed blood. I put my hand to my side for a moment, checked it, and saw the deep, dark red that stained my hand. I spat out more blood. On shaky feet, I forced myself to stand.

“What do you think, Redlin? I think they’ll regret their decision for years!” he said.

“I think I have to agree with you.” I smiled weakly.

“It’s too late,” he said.

“I know. Kill me, and Rohan if you have to. We deserve it.” I was racked by another fit of coughing. “But you don’t have to do this, Gare. Reaping is—”

“I do have to,” he interrupted. “I wish there was another way.”

“Why?” I asked.

“He lies,” he hissed to himself.

“Even if I was, what’s the difference? I’m about to die.”

“They have to be stopped, Redlin. I’m sorry.”

“Who’s they?”

“Th—”

Rohan’s ray of white Aether hit Gare from behind, spinning him to the ground. Gare’s sword flew through the air. When he got up, his eyes were puffy and red, and snow covered his face.

“Die! Die! Die! Die!” he shouted.

Eight black points appeared above Rohan’s head, surrounding him.

“Gare, no!” I yelled out.

“Die! Die!”

Rohan put up a shimmering shield around himself. I ran to attack Gare, despite my stomach bleeding profusely. I felt my intestines rummage around, heard the squelching of a mass of blood hitting the snow, but I had to close the distance. Gare had his hand raised. I bounded through about half the space between us. Gare brought his hand down.

Those eight black dots became eight black spears. Even with the starting point being so far away, Gare put enough power into them to pierce through Rohan’s shield.

Eight black spears started above Rohan. Eight black spears went through his body and into the earth. Some started at his clavicle, some at his ribs, one near his throat. Eight black spears, and they all went through him.

Gare let out a howling laugh. He kept laughing as he dodged my attacks. He nearly fell over with joy when the blood from my wound splashed his face. With his eyes closed and weilding speed and strength that he had never come close to possessing, Gare toyed with me and let me swing away.

I was fading. Even the adrenaline and malice I felt after seeing what he had done to Rohan could only sustain me for so long. I only had a few moves left, so I baited him into the Lariat.

He let me control the pace. I swung overhand, downward and into the ground, trying to cut him down from shoulder to hip. He swiveled his shoulder and I ended up near the ground, just as we both expected. He had seen this move in action, more than once; he knew the feint was coming. A shield of black was already forming where my true strike would be.

Low to the ground, my next move was to switch the blade to my left hand and slash with a dagger grip. I didn’t do that. I started the feint with my empty right hand, but my left was empty as well, the blade lying in crimson snow.

Instead, I channeled Aether into my palm. I put all the power I could muster in between my fingers. It was a hurricane, biting, rapid, and hard to control. A howling gale.

It wasn’t enough.

I put more of myself into it. I put all of me, all of my hate, all of my bloodlust, my condemnation, my contempt, my utter fucking abhorrence into it. I put myself, more and more and more of myself into it, until there was nothing left to give.

And as my hand pushed forward, lightning erupted from my palm.

My Aether-fueled strike sang out, a symphony of crackling power. It crumbled the wall of darkness with little resistance, and it snaked out into Gare’s chest with blinding speed.

My arm sank into the dead center of his chest, my hand clear on the other side. Crackling sparks, melted blood, charred meat, and burnt viscera were gripped in my palm.

“Redlin,” he whispered.

I didn’t say anything. I had accepted our fates, but seeing Rohan butchered like that filled me with hate. Gare didn’t deserve my words, my pity, or last rites. I ripped my hand out and let him crumple on the ground. There was a blackened hole in the center of his chest, right through the sternum, so wide I could see his heart beating. It picked up speed and then slowed, but he still reached out to grab my hand.

“Redlin, listen,” he said, his voice weak and fading. “In the Shattering hallway, there’s a door. At the end …” Blood dripped from his lips and splattered in heavy drops. “Go in. Destroy.”

“Fuck you,” I whispered, a final goodbye.

“I know. I’m sorry.”

Despite what he had become, he looked like a child in death. His sunken, hate-filled face was serene and peaceful. He wasn’t smiling, but he didn’t have the grimace of a murderer either.

I looked back at Rohan once. Even from a distance, he was almost unrecognizable. Large, red craters were visible all along his body. I couldn’t keep looking. I had to look somewhere, anywhere else. So, I looked at the fortress of Eilen. Reflexively, I picked up my blade, sheathed it, cradled my stomach, and then, I started walking.

I left them behind. Eran was yelling something. I couldn’t hear it. My ears weren’t working. Cassius was playing, but with a vague ringing all around, like when you take a blow to the side of the head. My stomach hurt. I felt nauseated and vaguely cognizant. I knew it was either Aether Rebounding or shock from blood loss, but either way, I knew that if I lost consciousness I wouldn’t wake.

I don’t think I could have turned around anyway. Seeing Gare and Rohan both on the ground, dead, where we had once started to bond and become friends. It was too much. Gare’s final words plagued me anyway. He may have been insane, but in his last moments, he was coherent. Serene, but coherent.

I had to know what they died for.

-

Cloaked, nursing a stomach wound, and with my hood up, I snuck into the walls of Eilen. I had torn most of my robe into bandages, ones that I had to continuously discard and replace, and I left an easy trail to follow. I scaled the first floor and entered through an opened window. My hands were slick with blood, but I would not be stopped. Not in this. I took two pained exhales and then I ignored all my pain. The climb was not an easy one.

I stalked through the hallways like a ghost. I was alert and walking with purpose, but I did have the briefest memory of my first few days in the fortress. I’d walk around aimlessly, bumbling around, without attention or direction. Times had changed.

I only passed one person as I made my way to the Shattering hallway. A girl, barely older than when I had first been dropped off there. She walked rigidly, unnaturally so, as if she knew that looking at me would be her end. If she had tried to scream, it may have been.

Into the Shattering hallway I walked. At the end was a black door. The air around it was cold, a magically charged chill, like the door to Allesandra’s office. I put my hand on the silvery handle.

A female voice stopped me, one I instantly recognized.

“Redlin?”


Outro

“That’s enough for today, I think,” Redlin said to Maya.

The sun had set during the tale and the camp had been set up for sleep. Torchlight was their only companion, excluding the sole guard that was assigned to night watch.

“So, you’re saying it’s false? That they were there without your prior knowledge?” Maya asked.

“It? As in the rumors about me? Parts. Some of it’s true. Anything that lays the blame at my feet is something I don’t seek to contest.”

“In public, maybe. For the Archon, you seem to value truthfulness.”

“I’ve been honest since we started,” Redlin said. He emptied the remaining pipe residue out the cabin window and handed the pipe back to the Inquisitor.

“And yet, only in private. Why is that?” she asked.

“What good are the ramblings of a liar?”

“I’d ask the boyish Redlin that. After all, Gare’s mutterings were what inspired that suicidal endeavor. Besides, the value of your words is for the Archon to decide. I’m merely an instrument of his will.”

“No, Maya, you’re much more than that.” Redlin sighed heavily. “I thought my tale would be a warning about following the orders of others blindly.”

“Maybe it’s just a warning to find better men to follow.”

“Maybe it is.”

“Do you need anything before I leave you?”

“You wouldn’t sing me a song, would you?” he asked.

“Fuck off.”

“That’s about what I figured.”

She left the Prisoner to his solitude.

Solitude was what he knew best. It’d been his companion for a long time, and welcome or unwelcome, there was familiarity in the relationship. After a long period of telling his story, it was a respite, he decided.

He didn’t look forward to that evening’s nightmares. He didn’t look forward to thoughts of those he had killed, those he had Reaped. He didn’t look forward to more tales of people he had failed and people he had let die. He didn’t look forward to what happened at the end of his tale.

So, he took the relief he could in his solitude. He thought of conversations between lovers, of drunken nights in taverns, of dirty jokes and clean spirits.

His hand ached for the pipe. Anything to keep the demons at bay.

But those abhorrent monsters wouldn’t be kept away by distractions like memories or fidgeting. They were waiting. They were the weight he carried, and he’d carry it until the end.

He pulled his hood a little tighter and dreamed of a rising gale. Of lightning, fire, steel, and death. Of shadow and Shards. Of time and futility. Of dead gods and conspiracies. Of a grey beach with an ocean of blood.
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