

Rising Gale

Z.B. Steele

[image: ]


Copyright © 2026 by Z.B. Steele

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact Z.B. Steele.

The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.

Book Cover & Design  by Jeff Brown.

Interior Design by Abel Montero.

Editing by Bard & Butter.

First Edition.


To Kyle Bowen

May your soldiers rage forever and ever
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Intro

“You’re a real asshole for ending the tale like that,” Maya said.

“Well, good morning to you, too.” Redlin stretched, his back arched and his arms reaching for the ceiling as the light of dawn rose behind him.

“I’m not well known for my manners, and I’ve spent half the night compiling your story.” Maya spread out papers and carefully placed her ink pot. The first vestige of morning light was on the paper’s corner. She took the quill, dipped it in ink, and looked expectantly at Redlin. “Let’s see… last we left off, your squad had just killed Gare. He implored you to go to the basement in Eilen, but while on your way there, Mika discovered you.”

“I don’t recall saying it was Mika.”

“And who else would it be?”

“I think that’s what we’re here to find out.”

“My quill eagerly awaits your instruction.”

“As always. Pipe.” Redlin held his hand out.

Maya sighed, dried the quill’s tip, loaded the pipe with Cha, lit it, and handed it to him. Redlin took a long pull and blew the smoke into the cabin, filling it with a murky haze. He offered it to her. She shook her head and then signaled she wanted to start writing.

“Impatience for grandeur? Learned nothing from my story?” Redlin asked.

“Bold of you to call your own tale ‘grandeur’. I’m simply eager to fulfill the Archon’s directive.”

“It will come when it comes. Put the quill down, discuss life with me.”

“Fine.” She reached for the pipe.

Redlin pulled it back. Her orange eyes flashed with annoyance while his black ones shone with mirth.

“So, this is how you want to spend your last days,” Maya commented.

A small melancholy filled the cabin then. Redlin gave her the pipe. She inhaled smoke and sadness, breathed out regret.

“Sorry,” she said.

“No apologies necessary. I don’t deserve them.” He took the pipe back. “I don’t say that as some sort of self-flagellation, merely as fact. My past doesn’t justify my future; my childhood doesn’t justify my adulthood. Abandonment was not my fault, but it shouldn’t have been my excuse, either. I chose this life.” A lone ring of smoke was followed by a quick cloud shot through the middle. “And if this were a just world, I’d have been hanged many years ago.”

“But it’s not a just world.”

“It is not,” Redlin agreed. “But I’m trying to make it one.”

“One last desperate attempt at glory?” Maya joked.

Redlin barked a small laugh. “Allesandra warned me that men make the same mistake, over and over again. I suppose she was right.”

“We do have some small amount of time before we arrive in Fymdell. There’s still time to reconsider whatever you have planned,” Maya said.

Redlin sighed. “It’s all too late, Maya. It always was. Everything has either already happened or will happen. There’s no deviation on the path—all I can do is march forward. I raged against it, as was my nature, but in the end, I’ve accepted it. I am who I am. What will happen has been foretold.”

Redlin drew on the pipe. “But in the meantime, I can try to turn a blind eye to it. Smile and joke. Until the end.” He paused and took in their surroundings. “Until the end …” Smoke was exhaled in a plume as he relaxed into the seating. A small rush occurred around him.

“Come, let’s get back to our tale. Last I left off, I was in the halls of Eilen, investigating what drove Gare to become a Reaper.”


Part I:

Thunderblade

“Once more the storm is howling”

— W.B. Yeats


Chapter 1 - Homecoming

“Redlin?” the female voice called.

My hand teetered on the door handle. Its metal was so cold it threatened to burn my hand, while blood still flowed from my stomach in alternating gushes and trickles. She was behind me, and I had nothing left to fight with.

Yet, I knew I stood on the precipice of fate. The brink of destiny. All I had to do was push my way forward.

I let go and turned to face her.

“Allesandra,” I said.

“You’re bleeding on my floor.”

“Apologies.” I laughed and it turned into bloody coughs. Without purpose and drive, my body seemed to realize how badly I’d been hurt. I took a step back, hit the wall, and slowly slid down. The porous texture scraped my hands as my attempt to stay upright failed. The pain, intense as it was, was being overwhelmed by exhaustion.

Allesandra sighed and knelt by me. Gingerly, she took my hand away, saw the hole where I’d been stabbed, and winced. Genuine pain mired that beautiful face; regret came across those ice-blue eyes.

“Medics are on their way,” she said.

“Bring a doorkeeper, too,” I joked. My vision blurred and my head lolled to one side. Maintaining consciousness was a fight, one I was losing.

“I’ll be sure to do so. Rest, now, young Redlin.”

The world turned dark. I shook it away best I could and focused on her.

“It was Gare.” My eyes closed. “Did you know?”

She frowned.

I fainted.

-

I woke in white linens and with sunlight pouring in through a large window. Many beds surrounded me, but no souls. No Juck, no Eran, no Rohan.

Rohan.

The final memory of the boy came back to me. Pierced and mangled by spears of darkness, Gare’s laughter the last thing he heard as he bled into the snow. Black, white, and crimson.

I tried to rise. He was dead, and I knew it, but I had to confirm anyway. Until someone told me, then he was alive. I had to get out of bed. Talk to someone. Move. Just get out of the damn bed.

I failed.

Swearing and sweating, I basked in pain.

The physical pain was one thing. A horrible, nauseating thing, but still, something manageable. It was tangible. Human. Familiar. The emotional pain was another; it was more overbearing than the corporeal, but I’d dealt with hurt all my life. It was an enemy that I had faced down and bested many times, a battle I could fight and win. While the scale of these wounds was unlike anything I’d ever dealt with before, it was an old friend all the same.

The loss of Aether was another thing entirely.

Battle-shock and necessity had kept me from fully realizing just how drastic the cost had been. I hadn’t considered it while channeling the Aether—and it hadn’t hit me while investigating Gare’s supplication to destroy what resided in the basement—but as I sat in that hospital bed, I knew exactly how much I had used.

A fourth.

I’d put an entire quarter of my being into that lightning strike. The equivalent of twenty years for someone who lived to be eighty. Worse, even. No matter how old we become, we always trick ourselves that tomorrow comes. Even the dying think they have another day. With this, however, I knew exactly how little I had left.

I grabbed the blanket and brought it close. It was a thin thing, far too clean and new and foreign to offer comfort. Still, I clutched it tight and tried to hide in its folds like a child behind its mother’s skirt, shaking uncontrollably the entire time. Tears welled.

Outside that large window, a falcon watched me. It screeched, almost mockingly, and flew away.

I lay like that for a long time. The skyline changed from day to dusk, the world from light to dark, yet I stayed in that bed. There was much to do—investigations to conduct and reunions to be had—but I grieved, and stayed.

You may have noticed that I’m a selfish, indulgent bastard. That day was no different. With the future of Usmal in my hands and the memories of departed friends on my shoulders, I let all of it slip away. That day, I did not mourn Gare or Rohan; I mourned the loss of my own Aether. I did not prowl Eilen’s hallways in search of answers; I looked to Samira and asked ‘why?’ I owed visits to a long list of people—Prace, Juck, Allesandra, Eran, Mika especially—but I isolated myself.

-

I’d fallen asleep while clutching that blanket. Night ruled the sky. A distant aroma of smoked pork came from the hallway, but the mere concept of food disgusted me. The fire of life had been stolen from me.

Once more, I tried to rise. Once more, I failed.

“Easy, kid, easy.”

A comforting voice. Prace.

“Not many could have taken a wound like that and survived. You’re healing quick—unusually quick—but still. Sit back.”

I followed his instruction and layback. Hope and warmth had filled my chest when he spoke, but after the initial joy faded, I realized I wanted to be alone.

“Juck came to see you once. I asked him if he wanted me to relay a message, but he didn’t say anything,” Prace said.

“I stole his voice. The Trial of Combat.”

“Ah. Indeed. I had forgotten that.” Prace coughed when I didn’t respond. “Issaru had money on you getting crushed in the first round.”

Hearing our mutual friend’s name brought a small smile to my face. “How is he these days?”

“He wakes up, complains, goes to sleep, and then does it again the next day.”

“So, about the same?”

“More or less. Still cries every time he jerks off.”

“That’s new. I seem to remember him alternating between prayers and whimpers.”

Prace smiled at that—a sad, small smile, just like mine. “It really is good to see you again, kid.”

“You too, old man.”

Tears should have formed, but they didn’t. I can cry about it today, but that night I couldn’t. I felt like I was underwater. Trapped. He knew it too. Prace could always read me. After all, he was the one who was there for me when my father abandoned me. In many ways, Prace was a father to me—that night especially. Though I did not want to talk, he sat with me anyway, trying to show me that he was there for me.

We sat like that, for a while. Exchanging memories, making fun of Issaru, telling jokes. Anything but what had happened to Gare. The boy’s death was a whirlpool that threatened to capture both of us, but we circled the topic until he had to excuse himself.

A black sky, unmired by the moon and the stars, was my only companion.

-

I woke in clean linens with a grey sky facing me.

Once more, I tried to rise. This time, I was able to sit up. I put a hand to my stomach, expecting it to come back blood-soaked, but the wound had been mostly cleaned. Stitched, it was now only a mass of purple marked with some neat silver thread.

I pushed myself to stand and walk to the window. It was a slow, shambling walk, one that almost caused me to pass out from pain, but still, I made it. The Wastes were my horizon. A land of death and broken boys, of wolves and shadows. I shuddered and turned away.

A knock came from the door. Polite. Respectful.

“Come in,” I said, still facing the window.

A slow shuffle of feet came and I knew who it was.

“Jory,” I announced.

My old swordsmanship instructor stood in the doorway. He was unchanged from the last time I saw him: old, but powerful. An ancient tree that had weathered too many storms to change its ways now. “You’ve grown.”

“In strength and speed, mayhaps. Not in wisdom, much to my chagrin.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that, young Redlin. Last I saw you, you thought you were wise; now, you know that you are not. That’s improvement.”

“There’s a lot left to improve on.”

“There always is.” Jory sat down. “Forgive me, I’m older than I appear.”

I limped to the bed across from him and joined him. “We can race down the halls. People can gamble.”

“Shur told me that your snark was growing.” He smiled.

“Shur?” I asked, my mind jumping to the Shattering instructor in the Vanguard compound. I shrugged. Beyond their advanced age, Jory and Shur shared a way of seeing the world. They were teachers, but they were also astute listeners. Their friendship, regardless of distance, simply fit. “Just what is it that you two old men talk about?”

His eyes sharpened, his helpless old man routine dropped. He sat straight, his shoulders loose and ready for a fight, but still, he wore a smile.

“Threats,” he said.

“There’s a lot to talk about these days, then.”

“There always is,” he repeated. He shrunk back and his shoulders dropped. “Allesandra asked me to find out if you were well enough to come see her. What should I tell her?”

I sighed, and, with a grimace, rose. “I’d be honored if you could escort me.”

He nodded and led the way.

“Do you know what’s in the basement?” I inquired.

He did not respond. Did not even turn his head.

Jory always did know more than he let on.


Chapter 2 - Trials of Faith

The long staircase, punctuated by Allesandra’s wolf-emblazoned door, awaited me. Merely making it this far had been an endeavor beyond most mortal men, and now life continued to ask for more. As a delay tactic, I counted the number of stairs. I stopped once it was somewhere in the hundreds.

It took an embarrassingly long time to climb those stairs. Four times, I had to stop. Each time I held a hand to my side, hung on to a fading consciousness by the skin of my teeth, and swore that I couldn’t continue.

I pressed on.

Her door was just like the one to the basement in the Shattering hallway. Black, adorned with the sigil of a wolf’s head and a silver handle that was cold to the touch—supernaturally so. This time, I did not hesitate: I pushed my way forward.

And there she was. Raven-haired, her ice-blue eyes set on the parchment in front of her. Prim and proper—the painting of a driven, noble woman. A cold air emanated from her, in both the social and magical sense. She was the ice over a frozen river, the chill under the winter’s wind.

“Not the first time you’ve entered without knocking,” Allesandra said, eyes still ruminating and roaming across the parchment.

Without looking up, she gestured to the blue-robed man seated in front of her. He stood, bowed, and left the office without addressing Jory and me. I hadn’t noticed him when we walked in, but as our paths crossed, I couldn’t take my eyes off him. His cowl was drawn low and I couldn’t see his face, but something drew my attention. Something unnerving. Raw power, maybe. He smelled of the forest and blood, of ice and snow. He was something—someone—I would see again, in a different form, on a different battleground.

“Take a seat. You must be exhausted after climbing those stairs.”

I should have been embarrassed, but I wasn’t. Neither my physical limitations nor my social faux pas bothered me. I took the seat with corporal awkwardness and congenial grace.

“What’s in the basement?” I demanded.

The candles around her burned low and her blue eyes were twin icicles of warning. The air around her shimmered with cold energy. A wolf howled in the distance.

I didn’t give a fuck. Gare had died for it. Rohan had died for it.

“What’s in the basement?” I repeated. Mettle was in my voice, acrid authority in my throat.

Her icy stare held mine unblinking, then relented. The candles returned to a near-jovial dancing. Her eyes were their stomping ground.

“My, my. Times have changed. You were a scared little bird the first time I saw you. Now you bare your talons at me.”

“I am what you made me,” I said. At the time, I didn’t know if I hated her or if I loved her for it.

“Indeed. A cruel world. If it were up to me, you would have stayed here, studying and laughing with friends and lovers. But it’s not up to me; it never was. Throw the blame, or the praise, at my feet—it matters little to the one who commands me.”

“Balin,” I commented.

“Precisely. He was disappointed in your choice to join Samira’s ranks. Who do you think he took that disappointment out on?”

I was silent. She unrolled her sleeve to the elbow. Perfect, pale skin, except for the scars on her forearm. Black indents, the mark of a wolf’s bite. My jaw slackened and she rolled her sleeve back up, hiding the memories of the wound. I thought I spotted other scars—thin and self inflicted—but it was gone and the information was too much.

“Reign … I’m sorry, Allesandra,” I said. “You suffered that? For me?”

“When you first came here, I told you that I was someone you could trust, someone who cared for you. I spoke no lie. While the price I have paid for you is higher than most, I kept my word.

“Now, I must ask something of you, something you won’t like. Do not ask me again of the basement. That’s for Balin and His soldiers only. Your name may be ‘of the Wolves’, but you are not one of his.”

“They died for it,” I responded breathlessly, my words stolen by the image of her scars.

“I know. They aren’t the first, and they won’t be the last. But I beg you, do not ask me again.”

My resolve wavered. After a long pause, I nodded.

She smiled.

“Thank you, Redlin.”

I couldn’t force myself to signify acceptance, so I shrugged. It was the best I could do.

“There will be a funeral for Rohan, tonight. In the training grounds. Your companions will be there, of course, as well as some of the people at Eilen who knew him. Return to the infirmary; I’ll have Jory fetch you when it’s time.”

Even as my side screamed at me, I climbed out of my chair and turned to leave. There would be no well wishes or celebration of status. Disappointment, an end to inquisition, and a funeral were the gifts the Mother of Wolves had prepared for my homecoming. Fitting, in a way.

The emblazoned wolf stared at me as I carefully made my way back down her stairs. That dead stare reminded me of the time I had sent Gare to an undeserved exile; the time Lyra and I had gotten into a fist fight; the time I had a chance to enter the basement and instead bowed to her will.

A cursed building, Eilen.


Chapter 3 - Meditation

I sat in my bed and I prayed.

My prayers were not gratitude-tinged requests. They were not long-winded speeches of thankfulness for salt, sugar, and sunshine. They were not prayers begging for wisdom, or harmony, or anything at all.

They were angry, hateful words.

“You’ve chosen me to be your Herald. Your soldier. Yet when it came down to it, I could barely beat one Reaper, and even that took a cost. A hell of a cost.

“I’m not some all-powerful dealer of death; I don’t have mastery of the winds and the storm. Your mysteries and conspiracies belong to you and your Listener, while I wither in the dark. I don’t know what I am to you. A pawn? An insect? Nothing at all? I didn’t sign up for this.”

The falcon returned outside the window. It had green eyes that glowed in a pulsating intensity, ranging from a shining emerald to old moss. An aura of malice surrounded it, causing me to back up in my bed.

My dearest Redlin.

Samira’s voice, coming from inside my head. A mixture of hate and bemusement.

You signed up for exactly whatever I tell you. I’ve sped up your recovery process. I’ve reduced the cost of your Aether spending, let you have freedom to pursue your childish endeavors of becoming a hero. Yet, there you sit, saying ‘it’s not enough’.

The next time you pray to me, they had better be gentle words of gratitude. I have no time for the paltry resentment of soldiers.

Our contract is in place. See to it that you honor your portion.

The falcon flew away and I wept into my sheets.

-

The gods are greedy.

It’s a phrase I’d been told many, many times over the years. Soldiers say it jokingly after losing a dagger; generals say it reverently after losing an army. It’s something you hear over and over again in Usmal.

I’d heard the warnings before I signed the contract, and yet, I signed it willingly. Without reservation. Headstrong into the maelstrom, I had run into a negotiation with a deity and thought I was the one who came out ahead.

Always the fool.

I’d been given everything I asked for. I was a hero, slaying Reapers and leading Vanguards. The finest and the most dangerous men in the world, and I was one of the few at the helm. A leader amongst leaders, an assassin amongst killers.

It was all for naught.

I was alone, clutching blankets to my chest, trying to blot out the world. A child in the world of men. It fills me with pity for a broken son who needed a father, fills me with rage that I was ever that weak. Whatever emotions my immaturity brings out, it does little to change the truth: I wanted it all to stop. I wanted all my Aether, wanted my friends back. Wanted to wake up in my home and be told this was all a bad dream.

I wished I’d never been born. Wished I’d never fucked it all up from the beginning.

What’s glory in comparison to a shared smile between lovers? What’s prestige compared to a child’s laughter? What’s a cold painting in the hall of the Vanguards to your soul?

I know the answers, now, and in relation to my dealings with Samira, I can only say one thing:

The gods are greedy.


Chapter 4 - A Funeral

In the center of the black stone square of Eilen’s training ground was a casket.

The casket was long and comprised of polished red wood with a gold inlay. Dead center was an emblem of a deer with an apple in its mouth. A decadent thing, this casket, though it brought no joy to its owner.

Across from that box of wood were some nobles, clad in black and bearing that same emblem. They stood still, each trying to look the part of the stoic mourner. Cravens. Without fail, each one eventually cracked and checked to see if anyone was noting their respectable grief. A performance, down to the man.

There was a sole exception to the behavior. One in the center of the group was older, but still looked muscled and quietly capable. He was the only one who didn’t wear a frown. His father, I assumed, then confirmed in the familiarity and hint of regret as he put a hand on the coffin. A thousand memories must have flashed through his mind. All stifled. All suffocated. There was no room for remorse.

The coffin was closed.

Anger coursed through me as I remembered Gare summoning those black spears and impaling Rohan. Death by blackened tendrils, by shadowed spires. All a waste.

What angered me more, to my perplexion, was the casket itself.

Rohan was born a noble, that much was true, but he was so much more: A competent fighter, a wicked gambler, a leader who had earned his status by grit instead of coin. A man who cared for his charges and wanted to bring good into this world, by whatever metric people judge the word “good” itself. A man who wanted to be noted as great, but wasn’t willing to pay the horrible price associated with that status.

In so many words, he was a Vanguard.

Gare had turned him into a corpse—a memory—but his father had distorted Rohan’s life all together. This was not the send-off a Vanguard should receive. Not the apologetic soliloquy due to a boy slighted by his father. The casket should have been languished over by his paramour on Legal Street, wept over by his brothers, and guarded by Vanguards. Gare had killed him, but Rohan’s father had done something far worse: he had washed away his son from this world entirely.

Full of silent fury, I stood alone.

Quiet chatter was all around, mostly from Rohan’s family, but still, from all sides. Many had come to witness the funeral. Students who’d never met him, guards and teachers under Eilen’s employ—including the Captain and Jory—and, of course, Eran and Juck. They stood closer to each other than they had in the past. A bond forged under the fires of combat.

Eran looked at me with malice. Juck’s face was plain as always, but still, he stood close to Eran. I don’t think Juck cared much one way or the other where I chose to grieve, but Eran did. His rage always burned hot. There wasn’t much I could do to soothe his anger, and even less here. Rohan deserved a moment of peace, even if it came far too late.

Silence descended on all of us as Allesandra walked through the courtyard. A man, the same one who had been in her office earlier, walked behind her, carrying a torch. His cowl was still brought low, and he radiated that aura around him that chilled my blood.

If they cared about my distrust—or my presence at all—they didn’t show it. They marched on, leaving bowed heads and whispered prayers in their wake. In a way, I was glad for it. As they passed me, I joined the legion. No more worries of where I stood, of who liked and hated me. We were there for Rohan. It was all we could do.

I don’t pray often. When I do, they’re often angry communes with the gods, like the one I had earlier that day with Samira. I don’t pray for kind things, for warmth and friendship, love and faith. That night, underneath a dusked horizon, I prayed to Reign as fervently as any Median. Rohan deserved to bask in Reign’s light, to dance underneath a sun that enveloped him in warmth and goodness. And that’s what I asked Reign for.

“We pray to Balin,” Allesandra started, interrupting my own prayers. “That He take Rohan Munk into his embrace. We pray that Balin dons him in furs and shepherds him through the ice as He does for all His children.”

She paused and put her hand on the casket. Her visage softened, just for a moment, before she resumed her speech.

“Rohan Munk came here, to Eilen, to study and to train. He had intelligence, drive, and, unbeknownst to some of you, resources. With those gifts, he could have done anything—been anyone—but he came here instead. He didn’t want to be a politician, or a Median. Do you know what he wanted?

“He wanted to be a Vanguard.”

She paused once more. Her outstretched hand, still placed on the top of the casket, clenched into a fist. Allesandra’s hand rose, just a few feet, before she slammed it onto the casket. All eyes darted to her, all heads rose.

“Rohan Munk achieved that dream.”

She spoke with conviction now. Fire was in her eyes, in her words.

“He trained and he trained and he trained. Day in, day out, with the rising sun and the setting moon. He trained until he was ready to be a Vanguard. When that opportunity came, he did not merely stumble into the abyss of an unknown fate: he leapt.

“Rohan Munk was one of Balin’s true faithful. He wielded steel and ice, just like any of Balin’s disciples would, just like any of you can. Rohan Munk died fighting those who would harm you. Balin’s faithful. He killed the Reaper who was too cowardly to fight in the open, and he did it for you.

“My students, my brothers and sisters in ice, know this: there are those who seek to do Balin, and his disciples, harm. The one that Rohan stopped was not the only one who would prey on the Wolf’s faithful. Vigilance is mandatory. These villains do not come only from the shadows; they come wearing gold and saying pretty words. Do not listen to their lies, do not fear their blades. Be like Rohan Munk. Fight for each other, fight for Balin.

“I love you all.”

She waded through the crowd, the blue-cowled man following in her footsteps.

-

Most of the crowd dispersed after Allesandra’s speech, but a few stuck around. Those who stayed took turns walking to the casket, placing an outstretched palm on it, and sharing a few words with Rohan’s father. I wondered how many of them had actually known Rohan.

The students and the teachers were the first to go. They had no stakes in Rohan’s life, but they had grim-set jaws and anger in their steps. Allesandra’s words must have had an effect on them. They looked like hardened veterans, ready to kill and die for the Wolf of the North.

After they had said their piece, only those who truly knew him remained: Rohan’s father and his entourage, Eran, Juck, the Captain, and I. The Captain went next. He did not deign to shake Rohan’s father’s hand, even when a hand was offered to him. Their conversation was terse, short, and ended before Rohan’s father could retract his hand.

I loved him for it.

He did, however, stop by me to whisper three words.

“Do him proud.”

I didn’t know if by “him” the Captain meant Rohan or Balin, but I nodded respectfully and shook his hand. A far cry from our next meeting.

Eran and Juck went next. Eran said a few words and Juck stood silently. His scar was on full display, as was his mourning. I went up to join them.

“Do not think that you’re worthy of touching this casket,” Eran grunted out.

My depression gave way to my rage. “Eran, if you think I’ll hesitate to strike you down, here and now, you’re severely underestimating me.”

“He died and you just … left. You left his corpse there. You left us there. Just wandered off into the wind and the snow,” he whispered.

“‘Caring for dying soldiers …’” I quoted, hopefully mimicking the same cool authority Asher had. “But he wasn’t dying. He was dead. I was too slow—too weak—to stop it from happening, but what did you do? All this talk about wanting to hunt Reapers, righting wrongs, being a fucking hero, and what did you actually do? You let me handle it, just like always.”

I placed my hand on Rohan’s casket.

“I’m the only one here worthy of giving him his last rites. I knew him the longest. I knew him the best. I’m the one who avenged him. Reign’s sake, I was his friend! You think his death doesn’t impact me?”

“I don’t think death impacts you at all, anymore,” Eran said.

My fist clenched. Eran and I shifted our weights, ready to fight.

“And here comes Redlin. Wasn’t embarrassing yourself, and my son, enough for you during the Tribunal?” Rohan’s father asked.

“He hated you.” I blurted the words out. Surrounded by enemies, I lashed out. No grace, no thoughtfulness, just hurt.

My words had no impact. Rohan’s father didn’t flinch, and neither did his retinue, but I needed that pain. Needed to channel the hurt within me and send it out into the world. Anywhere that wasn’t within me.

“Rohan hated you. He made something of himself in spite of you, not because of you. You’ve done nothing but sow misery in your boy’s life. If it weren’t for you, Rohan would still be alive,” I said.

Two men behind him postured themselves as if they could stop me, but Rohan’s father held a hand up. Outstretched fingers; a call for patience. He let it fall and then began his counter.

“The prattling of a boy who knows nothing and has raised no one. You humiliate only yourself. I’m beyond your words, as is my son. Be gone from this place, from his memory. Spread your hatred elsewhere.”

I marched forward, fist cocked. If words couldn’t hurt him, blows would.

Juck grabbed my wrist. I turned to face him and saw pity. Friendship. Judgment. He shook his head once and I knew I was out of line. He let my hand go, and before anyone could say anything else—before I could say anything else—I left. Chuffs and snickers came from behind me.

As I walked across black stone, a white-robed, red-haired figure watched me from the battlements.


Chapter 5 - Mika

I found my way to her. My footsteps were not my own, my mind in its own world. I was primed for a fight, ready to see what else life could throw at me. A friend once told me that rage is blindness and grief is deep water. I contained both. A blind man thrashing in black waters. In a way, I deserved it. At the very least, I thought I had earned that pain. I deemed myself an unlovable, craven creature, and I was—subconsciously—eager to prove myself correct.

As I stepped onto the battlements, a night breeze rolled across the horizon. It moved the clouds like a mother moves the hair out of her child’s face and revealed a pure, full moon. Rays of white came down and illuminated her.

She was in her typical robes, her hair bright red and her eyes golden. Ever the same, Mika. Unchanging ravishment; the personification of mesmerization. My heart stirred and stopped with each step, all I could do was I stand transfixed as she made her way to me.

I expected chiding words about me signing a contract under Samira. I prepared to refute her accusations of broken promises; I expected her to twist the knife by reminding me of the life we could have had. The life that I had flung away. I wanted it, needed it.

She embraced me.

Her arms wrapped around my waist and she nuzzled her head into my chest. In turn, I wrapped my arms around her shoulders and enveloped her. She was the same; it was I who had changed. I brought her ever tighter. My emotions, formerly a hurricane, stilled. I let go of it all and enjoyed magic.

“I’m sorry about Gare,” she whispered.

“Me too.”

I did my best to remember him as I first met him: a scared, anxious kid who wanted nothing more than to be accepted by his roommates; a proficient math student eager to tutor young minds.

I failed in that journey. I remembered him as a Reaper. His maniacal laughter, the power he flaunted and wasted. Memories of the eight black spears he had brought down upon Rohan came to mind, as well as his ramblings about The Philosophies of Tidarian the Raven and the basement in the Shattering hallway.

Those thoughts snowballed, and I remembered Mika’s reaction upon seeing the book that had driven Gare to insanity. Flashes surfaced of her unhinged, hungry stares, of her demands and shouts. Flashes I thought I had long since buried.

I realized where I had seen Gare’s enthused instability before.

Before I knew it, she had pulled away. Cupping my face, she brought my lips to hers, and the memories faded away, replaced by a gnawing need for primality. I welcomed it and sank underneath the waters of thoughtlessness, grateful for them and for her. Warning lay beneath the surface, but I looked away.

We were on each other then. She let out soft moans as my hands roamed her body, stopping and squeezing at curves. Mika wrapped a leg around mine and bit at my neck. Her fingernails dug into my back as we gyrated and ground against each other. We kept on for a while, hungry animals in the night, until her hand slid down and found me.

Cold cobblestones on my back. Warm hands. Lady Olivia and a midnight rendezvous.

Operating on sheer instinct, I pushed her shoulder, hard.

She spun away and hit the ground in a chaotic heap of motion. She was a pile of limp white robes, her face obscured by her hair. The changing clouds shifted and the moonlight that illuminated her disappeared.

Her whimpered surprise shattered my heart.

“Mika, I … I—” I stumbled over my words, looking for something, for anything, to say. Nothing came.

Head tilted upwards and with tears streaming, she looked at me, waiting. I took a step towards her, hand outstretched, a thousand apologies screaming from my soul but not one whispered from my lips.

She flinched as I took my first step towards her. The shards of my shattered heart crumbled to dust, then to nothingness.

Trembling, Mika pushed herself to sitting. “It’s okay, Redlin,” she lied. “I’m just not like those other girls you’ve been with. I know that they do things … differently in Fymdell.”

I took her pale hand and raised it. I placed a kiss, gentle as a feather, on her knuckles. Then I let it slip. I was the eminent threat to her safety, and no words could assuage those fears. I turned and looked over the battlements, into the Wastes. Even illuminated by a full moon, it was a land of shadows.

“It’s not that, Mika. It’s really not. It’s just …” I paused, looking for an explanation that maintained my dignity.

“I know. We never made any vows to each other, Redlin. I shouldn’t have expected—”

“I haven’t been with anyone.” The words came tumbling out, and I was faced with either clamping up or releasing a torrent of words. I choose the latter. “At least, not by my choice. I was assigned to guard a woman and her friends. I had to ask her about something I found, and she …”

Memories and anxiety threatened to overtake me and shut me down, but I continued.

“She had her way with me. Right there in the alleyway. I could have stopped her, should have, but I just didn’t. My body wouldn’t move. I screamed and screamed on the inside, but I just couldn’t. I couldn’t do it, Mika, no matter how I tried. She gave me a kiss on the cheek after, like it was something cute and mischievous she had done. I haven’t—I won’t ever—be the same. I’m so sorry.”

She took in the words carefully, and when I stopped talking, she came to my side. She put her head on my shoulder and looked out into the Wastes with me, silently for a little while.

“Don’t apologize, my love. It’s not your fault. You’re perfect as you are. She did not ruin you, and she never will.”

We stayed up on the battlement until the sun rose, whispering soft words and careful touches.


Chapter 6 - My Blackened, Broken Heart

Dawn broke. Mika was using me as a pillow and I smiled as she scrunched against me, hiding from the sun’s rays. There’s nothing quite like a woman to take away a man’s pains, and I say that with the utmost disdain for my own sex. Men bottle up our own pain often, but we never seem to notice when it overfills and douses the women in our lives.

But, such biting cynicism was not with me that morning. I rose, softly and without disturbing her, and stretched. My wound hardly hurt at all, only starting to protest at the peak of my flexibility. I thought of a small, silent prayer to Samira of thanks.

“Redlin,” Mika said quietly.

I looked at her with love and happiness.

“Please. Don’t invoke her name here.”

I paused, unsure if I had spoken the words aloud. I had thought they were silent, but I nodded in order to hide from her cold reproach.

“We’ll have to talk about it soon. I’m not sure … I’m not sure what a future looks like between the two of us. It hurts to think about, and hurts more to talk about, but we can only ignore it for so long.”

“I know,” I said simply.

“Tonight?”

“Why not now?”

Her gaze went downcast, unable to keep my stare. “I wanted another day to pretend that we were going to end up together.”

Below, the sounds of steel on steel rang out. Instructive shouts and beleaguered groans followed. Training exercises and practice duels. Soldiers—kids, really—practiced how to kill. A number of them marched with spears while others ran or shot arrows. A growing army, made of children who deserved to be protected and taught, and they marched and marched.

Odd, that that’s what I focused on, while my heart lay in pieces.

“I’ve never been one to push off a problem for later,” I lied as I came back to the situation. For once in my life, I didn’t want the executioner’s axe hanging over my neck.

She sat up, cross-legged. I sat across from her. She took my hands into hers and waited for me to speak.

“I just don’t understand why it matters so much,” I admitted finally.

“She owns part of you. He owns part of me. We’re destined for other things.”

“Fuck ’em.”

She giggled at that, ever so slightly. “It’d be nice to run away with you. You and I, living off the land, needing nothing but our love to keep us going.”

“Why can’t we? We could leave under the guise of night. Go south, into the wilderness, build a house.”

“It’d never work, Redlin.”

“It did for my parents,” I said.

“Did it?” she asked.

“No. No, they dropped me off here. But it can work, if we want it to.”

“The ambitions of gods are nothing to flaunt,” she said. “I’ll always love you, Redlin. Maybe one day you can sign up under Balin and we can be together. I hope that day comes.”

“Please don’t,” I begged.

An all-consuming cacophony of emotions sang from within me. Sorrow, denial, blame, hate for the gods and hate for myself. The harder you fall in love, the more it hurts when it ends. She’d spent so long in my thoughts and my heart that I didn’t know what to do when she left. A hundred imagined futures, a thousand treasured moments, gone. All in an instant.

And for what? Ambition? Oaths signed to gods who didn’t care about us? A foolish, foolish reason to throw away true love.

I contemplated pathetic, begging speeches and impassioned displays of love. Maybe there was some sort of way, some string of words, that would win her back. We could forget this all happened, or at least laugh about it as a small, sad note in a triumphant song of ardent romance.

But there was no going back.

She’d made it clear. She was Balin’s; I was Samira’s. We were on different paths. Different destinies, intertwined for a time, but no longer. Pawns march forward, not backwards, and never at their own volition.

With hate in my heart for both Balin and Samira, I could only repeat the old adage:

The gods are greedy.

She brought me back into the moment when she squeezed my hands twice. Before she let go. “I’m sorry.”

I leaned over and kissed her forehead. Moments passed like that, but neither of us wanted to break away, to admit that it was over. Time eventually came, though, like it always does.

-

I made it back to the infirmary. Still empty. Still soulless. The cleanliness felt lifeless instead of tidy. Dead, instead of healing. Part of me wanted to climb into bed, cover myself with blankets, and cry. The other wanted that part to become as dead and still as the air in that fucking room.

Twin portions of my soul battled against each other, vying for dominance. A third part screamed for silence—an end to their battle. A fourth sprouted, begging to go into the wilderness and live alone. A fifth, a sixth, then a seventh all came on. They were hydra, ever multiplying.

The door swung open.

Prace stood, holding my liuyedao and my mother’s scarf. He brought them to me as silently and reverently as a Median holds an incense can. I grasped both and—despite my pain—was forced to chuckle. They were a perfect representation of the duality of contentment through love and glory through violence. War and peace. Death and life. It’s a decision that every man has to make, but Mika had chosen for me.

I took the liuyedao, strapped it to me. It was nice to have it back. I felt naked without it, and the blade’s comforting weight quieted the voices.

“Your clothes were mostly tatters when you got here, apologies we couldn’t salvage them.”

“I’ll send you an invoice,” I quipped. I took the scarf next, and felt … odd picking it up. Merely holding it felt like a slap in the face to the memory of my mother, as well as to the future that Mika had decided for me. If I was going to be a Vanguard worthy of having a painting, maybe it truly was best I killed the part of me that still cared.

I put it back in his still outstretched hand and curled his fingers around it. “Can you keep this?” I asked Prace.

“Me? Isn’t this the scarf you showed up here in?”

“It is. I want it to go somewhere special.”

“It’s yours,” he repeated.

“Prace, I’m asking you to take it. I’m not worthy of it. Just … please, take it. Remember me with it.”

He looked at me like a confused hound.

“It’s cold up here, too. I don’t need it. Take it, it’s yours.”

“But, it’s—”

“TAKE THE FUCKING SCARF!” I shouted so loudly that he jolted. We were both surprised by the outburst.

He put it around himself loosely and without assuredness. His eyes were downcast and I thought I spotted a small tremor in his hands as he wrapped it around his neck. He opened his mouth, thought better of it, and left the words unsaid. Then he turned to leave.

“Your companions asked me to tell you they’re leaving in the morning,” he said.

I nodded. As he continued to leave, he looked over his shoulder, “And by the way, kid, you’re always welcome at our table. I hope you know that.”

He left me to my ruminating.

Removed from my future with Mika and the reminder of my past, I started to ask questions, to make connective thoughts.

Everyone I knew, every relationship I tried to keep, I lost. My family, Mika, Rohan, Malcolm, Gare, Yuna, Nu’uk, Eran. All of them, either dead or dead to me. With that in mind, and another piece of me buried, I knew what I had to do.


Chapter 7 - The Basement

Alone, I walked to the Shattering hallway, to the black door that Gare had spoken of. I half expected to see my bloodstains on the floor and walls, but it was wiped clear. The white walls showed no proof of my existence at all. I wondered if it would show any if I died here, for that was a possibility.

But I needed answers.

Part of it was a need to understand what drove Gare into the clutches of madness. Part of it was an urge to fly in the face of feckless gods who deserved neither worship nor reverence. Part of it was suicidal—even though I refused to admit it at the time.

Rounding the last corner, the black door, the Captain, two soldiers, and Allesandra were waiting for me. The men were armed, with hands on their weapons. They formed a crescent around their leader, who stood with her arms folded across her chest and her icy blue eyes narrowed.

“I thought you would come back,” she said.

“What’s down there?” I demanded. I put a hand to the hilt of my blade, eager to kill. Eager to die.

Their feet shifted. Knuckles tightened around sword handles. A hum of power and a rush of burning Aether filled the air.

Allesandra reached into her dress and unveiled a key on a necklace. Wordlessly, she took it off, inserted it into the door, and stepped inside. For a moment, the men were unsure what to do. Our hackles and our blood were both up, our teeth bared and claws out.

But we all listened to the mother of wolves.

I followed in her wake. Her soldiers stayed behind like good little dogs.

Allesandra and I walked down the stairs together. I was still craving a fight, and since I didn’t get one with steel, I wanted one with words. Yet, every time I tried to come up with a probing jab, the words died on my lips. Maybe it was the cold. Maybe it was the aura of peeved authority.

The air grew more frigid the further down we went. Darkness descended. Sound was vacant—even the tell-tale sharp footfalls of Allesandra’s boots had fallen away. All I could see was her faint silhouette; all I could hear was my own heart beating. I imagined the passageway growing narrower. I wanted to reach my hands out and confirm, but at the same time, I was afraid.

Allesandra stopped at the bottom of the stairs. Rows of torches sprung to life. They were low burning, the mechanism for their lighting unseen. Allesandra stood with trepidation in front of a stone archway. She moved aside to let me see.

A grand cavern, large enough to fit three thousand people, had been carved into the stone. The floor was unerringly smooth and level—made of an off-white stone—while the walls and ceilings were still rough and composed of natural stone.

Filling the room were stone pedestals that came up to my waist. Off-white and as carefully polished as the floor. There were nearly two thousand, evenly spread in increments. Rows and rows, a sea of them, uniform and carefully designed.

A corpse rested on each one.

The bodies were clothed in rags. Closed eyes looked skyward to a ceiling they could never see. It must have taken years to get this many, yet none had decomposed to bone. No decayed muscles. No dripping skin. They looked as fresh as the day they were made.

I stepped in, examining it all. My Vanguard training kicked in and I used all senses beyond sight available to me. There was a soft scent of some sort of purifying chemical in the air. No sound. The air tasted like that of a well-tended library.

Why did this exist? This unholy display, so carefully and meticulously planned? It felt the opposite of a funeral. All these dead, laid plainly out in smocks instead of under funeral shrouds or sealed in coffins. Why?

Despite all the questions, one bubbled to mind above the rest.

Why did Gare so desperately want it destroyed?

I looked at the corpse closest to me, hoping she’d have an answer.

She was a middle-aged woman, black of hair and with heavy smile lines on her face. Kind features and a small nose. Average height, a slightly muscled frame, no tattoos or markings that I could see. All in all, nothing abnormal about her.

And then she breathed.

I backed up, drawing my sword and outstretching my palm, ready to put this cursed abomination down, whether it had to be with steel or with wind.

The corpse made no move. Just a slow exhale.

Keeping my sword pointed at her, I looked around the rest of the cavern. With a more scrutinizing gaze, I saw that all of them were breathing. They were utterly still aside from that, eyes closed and bearing no complaints.

“They’re Husks,” Allesandra announced as she walked beside me. She picked up the hand of the middle-aged woman I had been looking over. Her arm was limp as Allesandra raised it, and it fell lifelessly when she let go.

“What have you done?” I asked breathlessly.

“Me?” Allessandra probed. Her voice echoed in the cavern. “I didn’t do anything. Every Husk you see here is one who gave up their life—willingly—to Balin.”

The number of Husks staggered me. I refused to believe that this many people, at any point in history, would have sacrificed their entire being to a god. As a skeptic and a cynic, it was incomprehensible.

Yet there they lay. Two thousand strong, give or take. Proof of a loyalty I could never imagine.

I reexamined the woman’s face. She didn’t appear to have died in agony. She looked genuinely at peace with her decision, as if it was a noble, righteous thing to do. The Tome might say that she’s right, but seeing her unnatural state—as well as knowing what was to come—told me otherwise.

The young man next to her wore the same expression. He was scarcely able to be called a man, so childlike his face was. A candle that had burnt out too quickly. Lying there, breathing, existing for no other reason than his god’s will.

“It’s Balin’s strictest decree that they be kept alive,” Allesandra said, interrupting my thoughts.

“Alive? You call this life?” I whispered. The weight of it all was crippling. I’m not one to shy away from things. I’ve seen things that would make most men shudder—committed acts so vile that my soul is forever stained—but this was something else entirely. A room full of people who had sacrificed themselves, and yet, still breathed. Dead, but kept from the end.

“Balin calls it life, yes,” she answered.

“This is grotesque.”

“It’s service to the gods. Cringe at it, mock it, detest it, do whatever you’d like. They are unbothered. They’ve fulfilled their purpose, and while you may not like how it looks, they’re at peace with it.”

“Gare was right,” I said. “This should be ended. Burned.”

“You asked to see what was down here. I’ve complied.” She took a knife out from her sleeve. It was long, wintry, and beautiful. Just like her. “But I will not tolerate words like those, especially not in here. You stand in Balin’s consecrated tomb and ruin it with your filth. I believe it’s high time for you to leave.”

“I’ll come back.”

“I’ve covered for you long enough, Redlin. I saw great potential in you when you came here. Ambition. And all you’ve done is kill and kill. You coat yourself in the blood of others and claim the world did it. You’ve spat in my face more times than I can accept. You come back here and you’ll find the wrath of Balin waiting for you.”

Her knife was still out as she spoke. I saw my reflection in it. While I didn’t like what was around me, I didn’t like the image reflected in the knife, either.

“I hope we don’t see each other again,” I said.

“Do your best to make your dreams reality.”

I left her in her house of corpses.


Interlude I

“You had seen it? Before—”

Redlin’s eyes rose, interrupting her. Unasked questions stayed on her lips. He shook his head once and the inquiries died.

“I didn’t know. How could I?” he asked.

“Gare told you.”

“Gare was a madman, driven insane by a shitty life and a book that he shouldn’t have read.”

“But he did read it.”

“Yeah, well,” Redlin started. “I didn’t know what was in that book. Not then.”

“The public would never believe this,” Maya finally said.

Redlin brought pipe to lips. Inhale. Exhale. “The truth is frequently unbelievable.”

They sat in silence for a moment. The rolling of the wagon wheels and the idle chatter of soldiers provided a tether to the real world. Away from the story, away from the melancholy, it was a surprisingly beautiful day.

“So,” Maya said. “Is there going to be anyone, anyone at all, in this life story that actually likes you?”

“I don’t like to associate with unintelligent people,” he said.

“So, no.”

“No.” Redlin took a pull from the pipe. “I suppose you’ve seen the irony in it all by now. Do you remember how I told you I was left on the doorstep of Eilen? How that abandonment—which itself was fueled by a lack of resources—inspired me to seek out fame and power so that I would never be left behind again?”

“And that drive ended up pushing away everyone who mattered,” Maya surmised.

“Exactly. It’s obvious, in hindsight, but what isn’t? I was swept into the river, at the mercy of its currents, its bends and curves. I thrashed against its waters, and at times, swam with it, all the while telling myself it was out of my control. The whole time, all I had to do was stand up and get out. Remove myself from the river entirely. I could have done it at any time. Maybe the world would have been better if I had.”

Redlin handed the pipe to Maya. She took it and he leaned his head outside the cabin. Clear blue skies, lush green hills, and birdsong filled the landscape. Despite the deaths this land had seen, the sun still rose. The trees still grew.

He sighed and turned back to the shade of the cabin. “Although, words and cryptic riddles are worth less than the thrashing of those in the river. At least those souls are trying. I say that things are obvious with hindsight, but when I unlocked foresight, I did not try to climb out of the river. I stopped thrashing, stopped trying to climb out. I simply let the river take me, satisfied with where I’d be spat out.”

“Redlin,” Maya said. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

He chuckled softly. “Nothing. I hope it makes sense one day. You know, the Archon sent you for a reason, right?”

Maya arched an eyebrow. “Are we going to talk about me again? That’s not what I signed up for.”

“We don’t have to talk about anything at all. We can enjoy the rest of this expedition in silence.”

“It’s a bit of a long journey for that.”

“Nonsense. This isn’t a happy tale where the boy slays the dragon and gets the girl. This is a tale of blood and loss, dead heroes and victorious villains. Steel and shadow. In so many words: this is a tragedy.

“Oftentimes, tragedies are better left unsaid. Unmarked by history. Forgotten.”

“It’s the tale I signed up for,” Maya said.

Redlin yawned. “Very well. Be that as it may, I’d like a reprieve. I’ve prattled on for a good bit of time. Meandered here and there. Give me a rest; tell me more about your life.”

“I’ve already told you my whole life story. While it took you days to cover your childhood, it took me only mere moments.”

“Deeply disinterested in expressing yourself?”

“Some people have a talent for it. Give them a drink and a pipe and they’ll tell you all their secrets. They can weave lies and truth, obscure events, and dramatize interactions until what they have is a grand life story that enthralls and entertains for hours on end.

“I don’t have that talent. It was never in my nature, but the inkling of desire I had to be noticed was erased entirely when I became an Inquisitor. I bear that ill duty with pride. When I die, no one will remember me, and yet, I do the Archon’s will. My deeds will be erased, but my impact will be for the good of the nation. I can live with that.”

Her orange eyes shone with pride and genuineness as she spoke. A woman with all the tools to be someone, and yet, chose to bear the moniker of “no one”. An instrumental force. The knife in the dark.

“You almost had me there for a minute,” Redlin said, “but I call bullshit.”

She sighed. “Call it what you will.”

He continued unfazed. “It’s too manufactured, too like me. I’m sure you picked up that tool during your training.”

“It’s one of the first lessons they teach us. When conducting an interview, it’s helpful to take on the mannerisms of the interrogated. People cling to familiarity, and they spill information to perceived friends far quicker than known enemies.” She smiled and reached for the pipe. “Truth be told, I’m not sure when I’m emulating my target or when I’m being me. Not anymore. My last sentence, the ‘people cling to familiarity’, is that something I’d normally say? Or is it because I’ve spent too long with you?”

“Both can be true, but that doesn’t mean you have to hide your true personality. Besides, picking up terms, changing cadence, and altering the way your words are spoken isn’t theft, it’s inspiration,” Redlin said.

“Spoken like a thief.”

“Call it what you will,” he quoted.

“Illustrative. Not charming, but illustrative all the same.”

“Is it something you’d normally say? Or have you spent too long with me?”

“Oh, so clever.”

“Repetition is the key to humor.”

“As is timing,” she remarked.

“Of which I’m the master.”

“Well then, master of time, can we continue the story?”

“For now.” He took the pipe back. “But I will have your story in return.”

“You’ll be disappointed.”

“I can live with disappointment. I’ve done it long enough. Now, last we left off, I had pissed off everyone I’d ever met and been exiled from Eilen …”


Chapter 8 - Inns and Outs

Allesandra, despite her rage—or maybe because of it—was kind enough to kick Juck and Eran out of Eilen as well.

Rohan stayed behind.

Even though Eran was angry with me, I was glad for the company. Bringing Asher news that we had lost Rohan was going to be hard enough to do, and it was a burden that would be lessened if we brought it to him as a group. His death would mark the seventh of the recruits that I had joined with. That figure, combined with Yuna’s “death” and Mord’s expulsion, meant that not even half of us had made it a full year.

The life of a Vanguard is typically a short one.

We rode in silence underneath a grey sky and into the cold. With cowls that covered the malice on our faces, I pondered if there was such a thing as heroes. There would be songs sung about our battle with Gare. Rohan’s sacrifice, my lightning. The making of an epic poem, but we were nothing more than sanctioned killers.

I began to hum Cassius, softly and to myself, clinging to the timbre and the music as life turned to shit around me.

-

It was late at night when we arrived at the settlement of Mauro’s View. Fires burned low and people remained indoors. I felt an archer’s stare on me, but I cared not. I was tired and we would cross the Great River tomorrow, hopefully never to be seen by any of these people again.

We stabled our horses and entered an inn marked as Glass Act, which was complete with a comically, magnificently long window on the second floor. Eran, who had been silent throughout the day-long journey, still groaned at the pun.

A few men who had been drinking on the outside porch stopped to look at us. They saw the expressions written on our faces and turned back to their drinks. One muttered something under his breath. It was impossible to say if he was more at risk from Eran or from me.

The bartender and innkeep were the only ones who seemed pleased to see us.

“You lot got here much quicker than I thought you would have. Only sent birds to Fymdell yesterday.”

“What’d they say?” I asked.

“Most of the time they say things like ‘chirp, chirp’ and occasionally ‘coo’. Not super chatty, outside of that,” the bartender replied.

He waited for me to laugh. I responded with a withering stare. He chuckled nervously. I kept my stare.

“Oh, you mean, ‘what did the note say?’” He scratched the back of his bald head. “Well, we had a marauder come in just yesterday. Bore a knife. Esmay, blonde lass in the corner, she lost all her money.”

“Send a second bird to Fymdell, tell them traveling Vanguards will take this job on and they don’t need to send anyone,” I said.

The bartender nodded. As I began to approach Esmay, Eran pulled me aside.

“C’mon, robbery? We don’t have time for this,” he protested.

“Then go back to Fymdell,” I suggested.

“Really? You want me telling Asher that you left Juck, Rohan, and I in the snow?”

“Eran.” I put a hand on his shoulder in an effort to belittle him. When his nose rankled, I knew it had worked. “I truly couldn’t give a fuck about that. Do you know what Asher told me when I didn’t go after the man with the crescent blade? When we lost Nu’uk and I stayed by him?

“He told me that caring for dying soldiers is a fleeting, but futile comfort. Rohan was dead. You and Juck were fine. I was the one bleeding out, pierced through the stomach, but do you know what I did? I carried on. There was an investigation to conduct. Tattle on me if you wish; all Asher will say is ‘you should be more like him’.”

“There is only one man in the world I want to be like less than you,” Eran said.

“If you’re going after revenge, maybe you should be more like me. All you’ve done since you joined the Vanguards is lose fights and complain.”

I barely dodged his uppercut, even though I had been expecting it. I spun aside, ducked under his follow-up punch, then sidestepped his kick. My acrobatic maneuvers had put me in a position to do whatever I wished to Eran, who was overcommitted and vulnerable. Now was a moment to choose malice or mercy.

I grabbed his head and slammed it into the wall.

A vicious crack sounded out. He went limp and dropped, the same way that the Husk’s arm had. For a second, I was worried I’d killed him, but he snored as loudly and peacefully as a child.

Esmay looked absolutely horrified as I stepped over my companion and sat at her table.

“I—I don’t have any money,” she stuttered.

“Yes, I know. I’m here to hunt your bandit.”

“Oh,” she said simply.

“So? What did he look like? Where did this happen? Which direction did he head?”

“He, well …” She lost track of her words, looking at Eran.

“Focus,” I commanded. “I consider him an ally. What I do to your bandit will be far worse. Now, descriptions.”

She’d been staring at the surfacing Eran, who had reclaimed consciousness and was now slowly rising. I turned to face him, admiring the grit, if nothing else.

“Well, never let it be said that you aren’t tenacious,” I mocked him.

He spat blood, then, on woozy feet, raised both fists.

“You wanna do this again?” I asked, incredulous.

He took a wobbly step towards me and fell over. I motioned for Juck to pick him up and take him. Silent as ever, he did so, dragging the muttering lad to a table.

“Description. Now,” I repeated. She looked down at the table, blue eyes starting to water.

I sighed and did my best to look non-threatening, which is hard to do after unceremoniously cracking a friend’s skull against a bar wall. “I’m sorry, Esmay, it’s been a long journey. We lost a friend while hunting a Reaper. You didn’t deserve to have me bark orders at you like that.”

“He had a bushy, black beard. I couldn’t see his face or his hair—he wore a hood. Probably a little shorter than you. Scratchy voice. That’s it.”

I took it all in, even though she spoke rapidly. “And which way did he go?”

“I don’t know. He told me to close my eyes and count to a hundred, and that if I opened my eyes, he’d knife me.”

“Where was it?”

“On the road, maybe a half mile north from here,” she said.

“Did you hear anything after he left? Horse hoofs?” I asked.

She closed her eyes as she recollected, eyebrows furrowing and nose bunching up. “Yes. He had a horse, I think.”

“Thank you, Esmay. Dark times, but the Vanguards are here to make them a bit brighter.”

She looked over at the wall I had cracked Eran’s head on. The wood had splintered a bit on impact.

“Progress isn’t always a straight line,” I said.

I left her alone and called Juck to me.

My mute companion took in the information readily. The only time he paused was when I told him we could head out as soon as he was ready. He pointed a thumb atEran.

“I can talk the innkeeper into giving him a room, through either charm or coin. From there, he can either wait for us to return or go back to Asher. I care not what he chooses.”

Juck did a half shrug, half nod.

“So, in or out?” I asked. Juck offered his forearm and I grasped it. After I dealt with the innkeeper—through coin, to my ire—we walked into the night together.


Chapter 9 - The Wiles of the Moon

I’ve always preferred the night.

Life slows when the sun goes down. The expectations and demands of people—of life—quiet. The sun itself asks for diligence and busyness, the moon does not. She has a beckoning call to it. Soft, quiet. Alluring. It’s a whisper, instead of a shout. A sense of mutual understanding. Kinship. Sunshine is nice enough, but when you’re a broken boy pretending to be a man, moonlight is better.

Of course, the counterbalance to that stillness is self-contemplation.

You’ve noticed by now that I’m a bastard. I’m quick with a blade but I’m quicker with a hurting word. I’ve spelled it out over and over again, because I need you to understand who I am. I’m a stained soul. A killer. A bastard.

Despite all of this, there’s no one who hates me more than myself.

Even back then, when I clung to rage and the idea that my failures were not my fault, I knew this. Usually, I could ignore that truth. I could sift doubt and lies onto my subconscious understanding until it was buried; I could burn it away by conjuring up the image of my family celebrating and playing games when I was abandoned, or of thinking Mika in the arms of another.

Not that night.

Under that moon, I did not find the still calmness I wanted. No self-delusion. Only pain. Honest, stinging pain. Our horses were tied up near the spot where Esmay said she’d been robbed as we investigated, but I wasn’t able to focus on clues.

“I think I’m losing my grip,” I said to Juck.

He met me with understanding, acceptance, and a silent imploration to expand.

“I’ve been attacking those closest to me, and I’ve been doing it for a long time. It’s like I tell myself that I’m an unlovable abomination, people get close to me, I lash out until they leave, and then I confirm my original sentiment. I just can’t stop myself.”

Crystal-blue eyes took in the words.

“I want to stop. Really, I do. I just … I can’t. It’s like watching someone else take over my body. The words I say, the punches I throw—I want to stop them before they even come out, and yet, they come all the same.

“Maybe I am an unlovable bastard.”

Juck hugged me. He was taller and bigger than me, and he took me into his arms and embraced me as a brother. I was the one who ruined his life, and there he was, comforting me.

A tear rolled down my face. After a moment, he let me go. I punched his shoulder.

“Come on, let’s find him.”

-

We got lucky by finding a set of hoofprints a quarter of a mile north from the robbery spot. From there, we were able to track evidence of a hurried escape: a stretch of grass recently cleared through, a scrap of cloth caught on some brambles.

Juck and I rode together, competing to see who could spot signs first. Time passed quickly, and despite my foul mood, I found myself enjoying the chase. Juck always had that effect. Time spent with him never felt wasted. Ever the soldier. Ever the hero.

A few miles passed that way before we saw a billow of dying smoke against the sky.

We nodded to each other, secured our horses off the path, and approached on foot. Years of training in Eilen and with the Vanguards ensured our descent was as silent as the owl’s, as deadly as the wolf’s.

Sleeping near a low flame was a man with a bushy, black beard. He muttered to himself and tossed in his sleep. An easy target. We rushed in, blades drawn. When I was five feet away, I cleared the distance in a rush. Steel to his throat, he woke in a panic.

“Careful,” I said. “Hate to give you a close shave.”

His pupils dilated and his breathing sped.

“Wait. Just, wait,” he said.

The bandit tried to scoot back so I pushed my liuyedao harder on his throat. A bead of blood developed into a thick droplet of crimson. A few more ragged breaths and it descended down his neck, leaving a red river.

My heart went alight at seeing the blood. I needed it. Hungered for it. That scarlet flow both sped up the world and slowed it down, and I could feel the jubilation I’d have if I finished the deed. All I had to do was one quick swipe.

I forced my hand to still.

“No honor among thieves, I suppose,” he grumbled. “The money’s in my coat pocket. Take it, it’s yours.”

“We’re not thieves. We’re Vanguards.”

He laughed. “You? You’re a killer, boy. Vanguard my ass.”

Juck came up with rope to bind him. As he tied knots around his wrists, the thief looked one more time at me.

Bound, the criminal maintained his optimism. “He’s a Vanguard. You’re like me. Kill him, and we can do whatever we want across this whole country.”

Juck put cloth into his mouth, silencing him.

I took his wrists, Juck took his ankles, and we carried him back to the horses. After Juck got on his mount, I put the thief behind him.

As we rode back to Mauro’s Rest, I kept thinking about that drop of blood. About how good it would have felt to end his life, to take what he had thrown away. It grated against me and washed away the enjoyment I had felt hunting with Juck.

The moon whispered to me. I will not repeat those silent offers she had that night.


Chapter 10 - Report to Leadership

He landed with a thud on the inn’s wooden floor. The few people still awake gathered around him, cracking knuckles and stretching arms. Hands went to belts, to the hilts of weapons.

“Any rooms left?” I asked the innkeeper. He kept glancing at the impending violence.

“Last one on the left.” He slipped me a key.

I looked over the bandit one last time. “If they’re going to kill him, make sure they do it outside. Good for you and good for me.”

My footsteps were heavy as I left the man to his fate. I’d yielded my chance to commit the act, and now I had to live with that. Forlorn and forsaken, I tried to push away the hounds of self-hate long enough for sleep to take me into her fitful arms.

-

I arose at midmorning. The innkeeper was downstairs, heavy, purple bags under his eyes, on his hands and knees as he rubbed a wet cloth over reddened wood. It was the spot the robber had been placed. The spot where vengenance and justice were debated. The spot where vengenace won.

Juck sat alone. I joined him.

“Eran leave?” I probed.

Juck nodded.

“Suppose we should follow.”

He signified confirmation again.

We left together. I spotted Esmay in the corner, staring at the bloodied stain. I wondered if she blamed herself. She was the victim, so I hoped not, but blame is a fickle beast. I waved to her. She didn’t wave back.

-

We rode in silence. It should have been uncomfortable—a silence caused by my blade—but it simply wasn’t. Juck was once destined to be a legend. I’d robbed that from him, and yet, he forgave me. He was something else now, something far better. A hero. A paragon of strength. The shield who would protect Usmal from her sinister inhabitants.

Funny, that he rode with me. The dichotomy of the country—of malice and kindness—had never been more picturesque than the two of us as we rode.

I’ll save you the rest of the time spent traveling. Riding, securing a boat across the Great River, and reentry into Fymdell went as smoothly as those things can go. I’d both hoped for and dreaded a potential confrontation on the roads, but none came.

When we strode into the Vanguard building, Asher stood in the lobby. His arms were crossed, his beard coming in, and he looked older.

“Redlin,” he said.

“Asher.”

“Heard you got stabbed.”

“Aye.”

“Heard Rohan died.”

“Aye.”

“Care to come to my office?” he asked.

I followed him, leaving Juck behind. In the shadow of a doorframe, I saw Eran, watching.

The stairway to Asher’s office was blessedly normal in comparison to Allesandra and Eilen’s basement. No unnatural cold, no embedded wolves that seemed to watch you. Danger lay beneath, of course, but at least it was honest steel instead of treacherous ice.

Asher stepped in and sat down behind his desk. Cyn’se was there too, arms crossed and suspicion carved into her visage, as always. She looked like a villain’s raven, menacingly perched behind her master. I nodded politely at her, and, to my surprise, she returned the gesture.

“Eran said you left them behind,” Asher informed me.

“I did.” The answer came out surprisingly clear.

“Well done.”

I looked at him first, then Cyn’se. She offered a small smile and a shrug.

“You slayed the Reaper, then went to go get help for you and your companions. They were in shock and in pain after the fight and Rohan’s death. You acted. So I repeat: well done,” Asher stated.

I thought of Gare as a young boy. A good-natured boy who wanted to fit in and be kind to strangers, to teach. A boy who had his future stolen from him by bullies, and ultimately, by me.

“That is why you left them, right?” Cyn’se asked.

It felt like a betrayal to dispel their assumptions about my departure. Not a betrayal to the Vanguards, but to Gare. Gare’s knowledge had driven him insane, and merely speaking of it felt like another blow to the memory of the boy. His cracked smile wasn’t who he was. His crooked laughter was not his soul.

But I’d already betrayed him before, and betrayal came easily to me. Asher needed to know about it anyway. Allesandra—Balin—had to pay. Fuck the implications, fuck their secrets, and fuck the responsibility of it all. Their games had taken Mika from me, and I would strike back.

“That’s not why I went to Eilen.”

Asher arched an eyebrow, imploring me to continue. I sighed, ran a hand through my hair, and let the words come out.

“I went back to Eilen because Gare—the Reaper—told me to. He said there was something in the basement, something that needed to be destroyed. I forced my way in, and there were thousands of Husks. Breathing, laid out on display.”

“Tell me more.” It was a command, but gently spoken, borderline a request.

I thought of Gare’s last moments, of how The Philosophies of Tidarian the Raven drove him insane. I thought of Mika’s reaction to seeing the book, and I thought of the brewing holy war. There was a grand puzzle in front of me, and I had some of the pieces. Maybe with their knowledge, we could have figured it out. The War of the Gods may have been ended before it ever started, the river of death and blood dammed before it ever started. But both Samira and my own instincts for self-preservation told me to keep those details secret. Consciously, I knew I should have said everything. Taken whatever punishment came along with that. Ghoulish as it was, I gave those thoughts no mind.

“That was it. Allesandra didn’t want to show me, but, like I mentioned, I forced my way down.” I paused.

There was a warning inside of me to not tell them too much. I was the Herald of Samira and someone who had rubbed shoulders with Balin and his ilk. I owed the gods nothing, but even keeping their secrets this long would paint me in suspicion. They were clinging onto my words and I had to lose them.

I pretended to ruminate as if I were trying and failing to remember details, then ended it with a sardonic smile. “I’m not welcome back, as you may imagine.”

“Are you sure that’s everything?” Cyn’se inquired. She was the fox to my hare.

“That’s it.”

She didn’t believe me.

“Thank you for telling me.” Asher took out his flask and took a lingering sip. Two old friends. A man weary beyond his years and his biggest crutch. “Rohan’s death must weigh heavily on you. You have my condolences.”

I nodded. The amount of words I’d have needed to express my feelings on the matter were far too many—and far too overwhelming—to be spoken. Rohan was my friend. Not my first and not my closest, but one who shared in ambition from fathers who hated us. If we had more time, then maybe …

No. I pushed the grief back down into the pit it belonged to. Men are trained to bury things like that deeply down, and I had failed. I would not fail again. If you show pain, it’s proof you are capable of being hurt to begin with; if you cry, you remind all of them of that truth they deny. If it can’t be said in a few grunts, then best it stays unsaid. Asher understood completely.

“So, gonna fill that void with busyness or mourning?” he asked, breaking my concentration.

My eyes hardened and I felt a rush of life.

“Busyness.”


Chapter 11 - Eliminating Deceit

“This is Hazel.”

Asher had led me to one of the rooms in the Vanguard compound. A young woman with brown hair and brown eyes stood. She was plain in all respects, physically speaking. Not thin, not fat, not muscular, not tall, not short. Even her shirt was unremarkable. Just unrelenting, carefully planned plainness. She looked at me with a semi-pleasant smile—not quite beaming, but amenable.

“Hazel has been a Vanguard for five or six years now. She’s seen it all, done it all. One of our best. Most recently, Hazel’s squad was killed by a Reaper in the west. She’s the one who put him down,” Asher said.

Her smile maintained its lukewarm pleasantness as Asher spoke.

“Behind Cyn’se, she’s our premier assassin. Excellent with knife work, quiet as death, and above all else: she blends in,” Asher continued. “Say hi, Hazel.”

“Hi,” she said. Her voice was instantly forgettable as well. I tried to commit it to memory but it had already fled. The thief in the night.

“I’m Redlin.” I offered my hand.

She took it, surprisingly firmly given her stature. “I know.”

“Redlin is going to lead your squad. It’ll comprise the two of you, Eran, and Juck. You know them?” Asher asked Hazel.

She nodded quickly.

“Good. Now, due to our black-eyed friend here, we owe the church a favor. As a result, here’s your first mission as a new squad: there’s a book that the church wants hunted down.”

My eyes shot over to Asher, panic-filled and desperate. My palms became sweaty as I dreaded the words I knew he was about to say. The Philosophies of Tidarian the Raven.

“Channeling: A Perspective of Reign-given Talents. It’s got an orange cover, silver lettering. Somewhere in Lower City, a man is reading segments from the book to small groups. They move from house to house. Fucking squatters. Find him, bring him—and the book—in. Do not open it.”

“Any other information?” I asked.

“No.”

“We’re on it,” Hazel said, still wearing that small, soft smile.

“Good. Hazel, leave us for now.”

She did a small curtsy and left us. The room did not change at all as she did, as if she was never there to begin with.

“Eran wanted you punished for leaving the two of them behind,” Asher said.

“Eran’s a fucking moron.”

“I don’t disagree, but that’s a shade hypocritical. Wasn’t long ago that I was giving you a speech about the futility of caring for the dying.”

“I wouldn’t color my past self as particularly wise either.”

“He’s a part of your squad. Is that going to be a problem?”

“Maybe,” I admitted. I played with my Vanguard pin, spinning it. “But I’m a Vanguard; solving problems is what I do.”

-

After a quick rest, I rounded up my squad shortly before sundown. Eran and I didn’t discuss the state of our relationship, or the head slam in Mauro’s Rest, or the attempted blaming, but we both knew it was coming. It’d be a monsoon, heavy and long-lasting, but until it came, all we could do was batten down the hatches.

Juck and Hazel carried on as if the tension in the air wasn’t suffocating. I appreciated them for it.

We went into Lower City wearing shabby black cloaks. Our pins were pocketed, hair disheveled, and we walked like we grew up there. Suspicious glances, coughs of those who lived in bad air, and constantly checking pockets. We blended in the best we could and walked through the streets.

I wished that Cyn’se had given us a list of informants to contact, but given our interaction at the last informant’s house, I couldn’t blame her. Just meant that we had to do things on our own. We were used to it.

The streets were mostly empty except for one man who was huddled up in warm clothes, trying to sleep. I approached, but Hazel took the lead.

“Excuse me, sir?” she asked.

He woke up with a start. Reddened eyes and yellow teeth, he was getting ready to fight or flee. She didn’t flinch.

“I heard about a church. A new one. One that doesn’t look down on us for being born the way we are. Have you heard about that?”

He coughed, ragged phlegm flying. “You don’t want no part of that, deary.”

“Please. I can’t go back to them. I need money, but more importantly, I need some hope. Family.”

He looked her over one more time and relented. “They move around. Meet every day, from what I heard. When they pick a building to hold their sermon, they mark the door. Yellow crown.”

Hazel put a hand on his shoulder. “Thank you.”

He tried to say something but ragged coughs interrupted him. His sickness did not bother Hazel. She returned, borderline skipping.

“Nicely done,” I admitted.

“The homeless are the eyes and ears of the street. If you keep your story vague, make it sound like you’re about to become one of them, and treat them with kindness, they’ll do everything in their power to prevent you from joining their ranks. You hear stories about how they’re dirty, filthy degenerates who will knife you for looking at them, but they’re just people down on their luck.”

“Sage advice,” I said. “Now, any idea which way to go to find the house?”

“None whatsoever.”

“Right.”

I plotted out Lower City in my head. We were barely inside it with a lot of ground to cover.

“Teams of two. Eran, Juck, you guys head east. Hazel and I will head west. Look for a door marked with a yellow crown. Report back to the Vanguard compound at dawn. Be safe. Don’t look for us; we won’t look for you.”

They sped off. Eran, I’m sure, was eager to be out of my presence. It was a festering wound, but one that needed time and space to be fully healed. Traveling together wasn’t an option, and leaving him with a new companion who he could poison against me seemed an equally bad idea.

We work with the tools we have.

Hazel and I trotted along at a brisk pace, her looking to the left and me to the right. We double-checked the other constantly, but we were both mature enough not to mind. She made sure to add in small mannerisms like scratching at the back of her hand or coughing, which I mimicked. After a particularly poorly done imitation, she elbowed me.

“Act like my pimp. You don’t have the acting skills to pretend to be an addict,” she instructed.

I walked with cold authority.

“Better,” she complimented.

“Things I do,” I said. “So, tell me about yourself.”

“I’m more experienced than you and I’m good with a knife and intel gathering. What else do you need to know?” she asked.

“It’s not ‘need to know’, just, y’know, learning about you.”

She smiled sweetly at me. “Redlin. I’ve had five squad leaders die already. Let’s do more than one mission before we start becoming friends.”

I nodded and we continued to prowl the streets. Two killers, pretending to be less than.

-

We were the ones who found the house.

It was so late that it had become early. The people we passed regarded us with suspicion, and we did the same. Their hands went to knives, their threats unspoken. Most of it was driven by a recognition of each other—a sense of “I know why I’m out here, and I hope you’re not here for the same reason”. That’s how it always is in that hour between night and day. Still, we went un-accosted throughout the night.

Until we got to the house.

Two guards stood outside the door. Cowls obscured their faces and they had the sleeves of their tunics removed to highlight their muscles. Hazel and I did a pass and stopped just out of their field of vision.

“Want to go in loud or quiet?” she enquired.

“Quiet. Seems fitting to your nature.”

“And antithetical to yours, but still, I agree.”

“Since we’re pretending already, want to go in as devout believers?” I asked.

“I’ll go as one. You’re my lover who is on the fence.”

“Women do have the ability to make men do things they don’t want to do,” I mused. “But, I think we’ll have to disclose the ‘lovers’ part to Asher.”

She gave me a flat, unimpressed stare. “Does that work on others?”

“No.”

“Not my best work,” I admitted.

“Then if you’re tired of disappointing yourself, shall we go in?”

“I never seem to tire of it, seeing as how I do it constantly.” I ran my hand through my hair. “But, I’m ready when you are.”

She dropped her previous act of an addict, straightened, and approached the house. It was a tentative walk, one that mixed excitement and nervousness. She played with her plait as she approached, twirling her hair between her fingers while looking back to me every few seconds, as if she were looking for approval.

“Is it too late?” she asked the two men up front.

“It’s never too late to accept Reign’s true gifts,” one said.

They stepped aside, allowing us entry.

“That was easy,” I whispered to her.

“It always is, for me.” She opened the door.

We stepped into a hallway of cracked wood and mold. There were no paintings or signs of happiness, only broken furniture and abandoned homescape. A battle of scents wafted through the room: wet, tarnished wood and incense.

Hazel and I followed the incense.

While we were there to blend in, we both found ourselves creeping along. Silent footsteps—footsteps that would have signified us as professionals to a watchful eye—and perceptive looks were second nature to us now. Try as I might, I couldn’t leave them behind so easily. Not here.

The incense was coming from a room covered with golden banners and full of scroungy people. Disheveled as they may be, they looked common enough. Rough, but salt of the earth. I had expected them all to be scarred and deadly, to swivel towards us and stare with dead eyes, or people with bloody knives chanting occult phrases. After all, this was an underground cult that relied on secrecy and bodyguards.

But that’s not what happened. The preacher, a younger man with a thinning hairline, continued as if we were ghosts.

“Reign gave us these gifts. They label you Apostates for using them, twisting His words until Reign is no longer the one speaking. I ask you to challenge their statements. Not even with words of your own. Hold their accusations in your heart and ask if they ring true. Ask the Tome, not those who refuse to teach you how to read her letters. They don’t want you to know how to read. They don’t want you to know how to think for yourself. We are far easier to control when we are uneducated.”

He held up a book, orange with silver lettering.

“This, brothers and sisters, is not the Tome. This is a gift. It taught me everything I need to know.” The preacher passed it to the man closest to him as a sign of good faith. He passed it to a woman next to him, and she passed it to the woman next to her. All with a small pause of wonder.

The preacher continued as the book slowly made its rounds. “Our Aether is our own, each man and woman here gifted—from Reign Himself, I may add—a certain amount. The church is the one who tells you that you can’t use it. The church is the one who hunts us. The Vanguards, the lackeys, circle in on us, getting closer every day. Do you know why? The church fears what we have to say. They fear us exposing their lies.

“The Seraph is no holier than you or I. The Medians are more well versed in the Tome, but they are no more holy. They are men, wicked and dirty as you and I, and they care not for spreading Reign’s word. The only glory they seek to celebrate is their own. The only age they seek to usher in is the one of man. The next time you hear of an Apostate being arrested, clamor for his release, challenge the courts for his personage.”

The book made it into Hazel’s hands. She held it with the same piety as those around us. Her mouth gaped in a faux prayer—a performance so convincing I nearly fell for it myself.

Then she placed the book in my hands.

That was enough, I figured. We had evidence, we had the book. No reason to wait for anything else.

“That’s enough. You’re under arrest,” I called out.

Hazel winced behind me, but it didn’t matter. The gauntlet had been thrown, our identities revealed. She took my flank, dagger out. Where I was muscle and noise, she was the threat whispered. The serpent bearing its fangs.

“Remember what I said, my brothers and sisters,” the preacher said. “They may take me into custody, but they cannot arrest ideas. They cannot break souls.”

I cleared the distance between us with a few swift strides and grabbed his arm roughly. “I can break arms, if you’d like.”

Men stood up, fists clenched. Part of me wanted the brawl. It was close fighting, not necessarily ideal to my fighting style, but with my skills, Hazel as backup, and some Shattering, it wouldn’t really be a fight: it’d be a slaughter.

I kicked the back of the preacher’s knee, forcing him to the ground. A goad to the crowd. This is your leader. Your holy man, your prophet. See how weak he is. See how you must stand for him.

One man came forward. My liuyedao began to escape its sheath with a whistle. Both I and the blade were eager for it. He’d be the first to die, then the man behind him, then the woman to his right who was reaching for the dagger in her boot.

Hazel hit the challenger in the back of the head with the hilt of her dagger. He slumped unconscious. She strode towards me, somehow with no resistance from the crowd.

“Tell them to disperse before this gets ugly,” she commanded. The preacher, not me.

“My brothers and sisters, go. Spread the word of the Vanguards’ assault on the truth. They are compromised, spouting falsehoods—”

I twisted his arm. He winced, gasped, and stopped. People left with muttered curses and spat hatred.

When it was just the three of us, I forced him up. I handed the book to Hazel.

“Lead the way, Ghost,” I called her, trying to forge a bond by using nicknames.

“Don’t call me that,” she said.

-

The attendants had left, scattered to the wind like a flock of scared birds. The bodyguards, too. Gone. In some ways, empty streets are far more concerning than busy ones.

Hazel led the way, while I prodded and kicked at our prisoner. More than once she stopped, hand outstretched, and listened to the city. Her chin would lift towards the sky as if she were in communion, her nose would twitch as she inhaled, then as suddenly as she’d stopped, she’d begin to lead again.

Her guard eased as the scent of sage began to slowly overtake the stench of the Lower City. Burning embers danced as they fell, swirling over and under each other in a rhythmic loop. Rhythmic and calming, those descending sparks.

“You didn’t handle that well,” Hazel said.

“We got him.”

“With undue risk and stupidity. For both the immediate arrest and the long-term ripple of your actions.”

“It’s a long walk, and you seem hell-bent on giving a thorough analysis. Go ahead and finish it.”

For the first time, I saw her face drop from neutral to annoyed.

“You arrested him in the middle of his speech. The damage of his words had already been done, so you prevented nothing. You should have approached him after the ‘sermon’, or whatever these zealots call it. Get him in a room, then ghost him into the night. Now, his followers will spread the word. You didn’t cow them; you empowered them.”

The man coughed, trying to hide a laugh. I twisted his arm and found satisfaction in his squeal. The urge to twist it more existed, but I managed to let him go.

“Not only that,” Hazel continued. “By arresting him like that, you put us at risk of having to fight everyone in there. I’m good, but not that good. At best we would have walked out alive and they dead. ‘Vanguards slaughter nineteen in Lower City’ doesn’t have a good ring to it, does it?”

“Nineteen?” I asked.

She stopped and wore an incredulous, open frown. “You didn’t even fucking count how many were in there?”

I scratched the side of my neck. “I did a rough count.”

She pinched the bridge of her nose and shook her head. Once, she opened her mouth to say something, but she pursed her lips and changed her mind.

While we walked, the preacher broke our silence.

“Take me in, but that book can’t fall into their hands.”

“Why’s that?” I humored him. I wanted to keep the silence—and the burgeoning weight of Hazel’s displeasure—far away from me. I’d done enough to sully our relationship as it stood.

“They’ll burn it.”

“That tends to happen to religious propaganda encouraging revolt.”

“Ask yourself, why did they send you? What about this book stirs them to move?” he challenged.

“Must have been your stunning good looks,” I said flippantly.

“Think, boy! They hold your leash, and yet—”

Hazel’s fist caught him right in the stomach. I heard the wind leave him, like a dying animal letting out its last breath. He crumpled on himself, almost taking both of us down, but I righted him and forced him into standing.

“And we wonder why philosophers are a dying breed,” I said.

With breathless words and pleading eyes he turned to look at me. I pushed him forward.


Chapter 12 - A Brief Summary of an Uninteresting Period

Asher, Cyn’se, Hazel, and I watched as the book burned.

The pages glowed orange, the cover blackened. Slowly, it started to melt, folding in on itself like a poorly made house. Ink, paper, and the thoughts and soul of the person who wrote the book turned to ash.

I wondered who had penned that manuscript. How many copies did they make? How long did they spend on it?

Humans are driven to form a legacy. To fight the ravages of time, to leave a mark on this world that says “fuck you, I was here”. Most do that with children. A few do it with artistic creations: paintings and songs, plays and books. Some do it through violence and power. Crusade leaders, kings and queens, villains and heroes, Vanguards in pursuit of a portrait, all of them driven by that same subconscious need to be remembered.

This attempt at immortality had failed, the words of its creator gone forever. Black ash and melted pulp, as useful for telling a story as the bones of men long dead.

There is no such thing as legacy.

-

The preacher was turned over to the church. I had expected him to try one more time to convince us that we were in the wrong and that they were charlatans masquerading under Reign’s influence. Instead, he went meekly into their custody. Without so much as a whisper.

Juck, Eran, Hazel, and I did a few more dull missions. We arrested a murderer, a few thieves, and a man who dressed as a clown and flashed old women. Normal stuff, at least for Fymdell. Boring. Even the murderer.

Hazel didn’t get over what she called “operational failures”. Asher told her that I was squad leader, and as far as direct commands go, she had to listen. Cyn’se, I imagine, told her in private to question everything, antagonize, and “misunderstand” commands.

In a way, Hazel and I mirrored Asher and Cyn’se.

Eran and I developed the uneasy peace of neighboring countries blatantly preparing for war. While I was a Vanguard so I could pursue fame and prestige, Eran had joined out of a demand to answer for his wronged past, and with nothing better to do, we went back to our mindsets. We trained in pursuit of our goals, and if we had to tolerate each other in the meantime, so be it.

Juck, other than perhaps Asher, became my only friend. I vented to him about personal things as much as he vented to me. Still, our shared silence was one of comfort.

I did, however, miss banter. Dialogue. Friendship.

While my rage since Eilen had cooled, it was merely a snake that had been sated and was waiting to feed again. In no way was I healed from my trauma, and in no way was I wise enough to know that. I had gone a length of time without lashing out at someone, and I was arrogant enough to mistake that as mastery of myself. I no longer needed help—see how I haven’t tried to kill my friends in a few days?

Instead of finding companionship with people, I sought comfort in books. I could see rageful men swinging swords ‘till they felt better, deadly assassins garnering the respect of everyone for their ability to kill. I didn’t have the foresight to know that it was fiction. I thought that if I could become like them, maybe I could feel better. My hope of becoming a Vanguard so legendary that no one would ever leave me again had proven futile. Instead of reflecting on that and trying to establish bonds that couldn’t be broken, I sought satisfaction from other places. Liquor and literature. Dreams of myself decorated in a crown with rubies made from blood and seated on an ivory throne hewed from bone.

If I was destined to be alone, then I would find pleasure in blood and legacy in violence, like so many fools before me.


Chapter 13 - Demotion

I was shooting arrows at targets when Asher found me. He picked up a bow and fired downrange as well, hitting with a startling accuracy for someone I’d never seen shoot before.

It was a simple gesture, but one that let me know he was around. In a way, I think he knew I was hurting and keeping everything bottled up. He did the same thing, although liquor was his escape. Kindred spirits, we were.

“Favor a hunt?” Asher asked me after a few more shots.

“Always. Who are we hunting?”

“Not who: what. We’ll be hunting boar. Name them if you want. I do. Catherine—that’s what I call each one I get. The name of my first girlfriend.”

“And the boar remind you of her?”

“In both appearance and in manners, aye,” Asher said.

“How about skills in bed?”

“Oh, no.” Asher chuckled. “The boar are far better.”

I laughed, despite my self-imposed glooming. “Alright, should I get the rest of my squad?”

“No, it’ll be just the two of us. Let’s get going, before the sun climbs too high.”

As we left, a few Vanguards, including Eran, stared at us. I expected hate in their eyes, but it was something else. Something I couldn’t quite place. Whatever it was, it was worse. I didn’t let it bother me. Instead, I held my head high.

I’ve always done my best when knives are pointed at me.

We stepped into the street together, me following in his wake. Asher always had an odd combination of a pleasant, charming attitude and a walk that demanded respect. People would wave and give a genuine smile while also making absolutely sure to not be in his direct path. He’d smile back as if nothing in the world was wrong.

It was a nice day. Pleasant breeze, sunshine, baked treats being made and scenting the saged air. I stretched like a lazy cat after a nap. Interlocked fingers, palms facing the sky, reaching out for something as untouchable as Reign’s throne.

Our sauntering continued as we left Fymdell. The forest around it had mostly been cleared, and signs were posted strictly forbidding poaching, but we prowled on anyway. Two panthers through the jungle, complete with silent footsteps and the hunt on our minds.

Asher was the one who saw the boar. He pointed her out to me. She had long, thick tusks that were mired with a yellow so sickly it looked like they were stained with pus. Despite this, there was defiance in her eye. Her torso held two long, parallel scars, and she was starting to grey around the muzzle and hooves. She was like a hungering mountain.

I lined up my arrow. I felt my mother’s arms around me, holding up my elbow “just so”, instructing me to fire on exhale, and above all, not to miss.

It was just the boar and I. Everything else faded away.

“You’re no longer the leader.”

My arrow flew past the boar. It startled, considered charging us for a moment, and then ran off into the woods. Birdsong filled the air as my thoughts collected.

“Excuse me?” I asked.

“You are no longer the leader of your squad. I suspect you heard me.”

“What?”

“Come on, kid, you’re smarter than this.” Asher looked into the forest. He pretended to track the boar’s path, but truly he was only refusing to meet my eyes. “Listen. I like you. I think you have potential. You’ve got drive, good leadership qualities, and you’re a startlingly good fighter. But the mistakes are piling up.”

Birdsong was replaced with Cassius. My brain refused to work.

“There was the Tribunal. Letting Siegel and his accomplices get away. The Kaeso incident. The arrest of the preacher. Now, half of your squad is upset. Beyond upset, really; they’re threatening to no longer follow orders. Hazel hinted at it, Eran outright said it.” He scratched at his stubble. “I like you, Redlin. I think you have what it takes to lead the Vanguards, one day. You’re just not ready.”

“Guess every good leader needs to know how to follow,” I said with a voice that was not my own.

“Exactly. You can recover from this. Follow commands, prove yourself, and the opportunity will come.”

I nodded. Asher put a hand on my shoulder. He tried to find more words, failed, and left me in the forest.

I thought of my father, who had taken me from the forest and left me with soldiers. I’d trained, risen ranks, and killed, all to be taken from the company of soldiers and returned to the forest. Life is often cyclical.

Following the destroyed vegetation in the boar’s path, I wandered. It was an easy track, and I still lost it. My heart wasn’t in the hunt. Violence should have been on my mind given my past tendencies, but it simply wasn’t. I felt like a failure. All I truly wanted was an end to this life. Melodramatic, perhaps, but I had nothing left. My friendships had been pissed away for ambition, and it turns out, all for naught. If life was destined for failure after failure, what was the point?

You could leave them behind.

The words came from my own head, but I looked around. They were too foreign to have come from myself. Too insidious.

To my right was a falcon.

The bird was perched patiently, but with talons on full display. Too focused to be wild. Unnatural in its posture. Beyond those traits was the bird’s stare. Its eyes glowed green, fixated on me. Offering something.

You have skills beyond them. Powers they don’t see. A voice and a passion that could make the mighty quake. If they are to slow your progress, it’s time for you to unveil your status as Herald and gain influence in other ways.

“You call me your Herald, and yet, I don’t know what the term means.”

You were the one who asked for it, young Redlin.

“I was a boy, flailing at understanding.”

And you still are. Come, step further into the forest. I can show you things. Teach you new paths to power.

I made no move. My blood burned with worry. Something deep within me saw the trap, and I wanted to run far, far away.

You stand still, the falcon chided. Do you wish to fly amongst my flock, or no? I did not recruit you. You offered yourself to me, but now you resist. I need capable soldiers. Grow wings, and grow them soon, or face my wrath.

The falcon flew away. I walked back to the Vanguard building, alone, humming Cassius.


Chapter 14 - The Cathedral

Upon my return, I found myself looking for Rohan. Just as a colleague to complain to, someone I could trust to unload my burdens—just like how we relied on each other in Eilen.

Alas, he was dead, and I was alone.

More training, more books. More drink. We received stipends and funds as Vanguards, but most of the time I wouldn’t even be asked to pay. Walking in with the badge was enough to get the first bottle on the house, and from there, well, habits are hard to break. Especially when that habit benefits someone who is more powerful than you. I should have insisted on paying, but each time I went, it was faster to accept than to argue. Honestly, I enjoyed the tribute as well. The recognition of power. The feeling of accomplishment. It was almost as intoxicating as the drink. I loved my vices, and they loved me.

Anything to keep the thoughts off. Anything to avoid reality.

I had thrown myself into the first of those indulgences, slicing up training dummies left and right. The one I was working on now was particularly eviscerated, with zigzag slash lines all along its torso. It wasn’t enough. It never would be.

Hazel appeared on my left. I hadn’t even heard her until she wanted me to. I cursed inwardly. Maybe she was better than me. Her wisdom was undeniable. Certainly stealthier. She was like a cat who knew when to purr and when to be silent.

Still, I was a wolf, and I was made to kill.

I wanted to prove that I was better than her in at least that aspect. An honest—or at least semi-honest—fight. I never challenged her, though. If she bested me in that domain, then I’d truly have nothing.

“We have a target,” she said.

“Who is it?”

“A hopeful assassin. His name is Lawson.”

“And who is he after?”

“Cade Sinclair.”

The name hit like a bolt of lightning. The Archon’s son.

I thought back to the letter I had found while escorting Lady Olivia. The coins and the mysterious plans. Were they the ones to hire him? Was it the man with the crescent blade who had rescued Ecine Vim to spite the Archon? Or was it Kaeso, desperate for more and more upheaval? Even Allesandra—or any of the gods’ chosen representatives—were viable for suspicion.

“What do we know?” I asked.

“We know a great deal. All you need to know is that he’s slightly above average height, bald, has a red beard mixed with grey. Worked as a dock worker, then a bard. Arrested for assault, found beating a rapist. No justice in this world, I know, I know. He was put in jail, but someone got him out. We suspect bribery, and he now owes a favor to whoever got him out. Our contact said that he’s going to try today, at the cathedral.”

“What else can you tell me? Any leads on who hired him?” I sheathed my blade and accidentally got too close to her in my excitement.

She looked at me with something akin to pity in her eyes. It was like I was a long-lost friend who had become addicted to Pearl Powder and was now begging for money and a place to stay, equipped only with an empty promise and hungry eyes. She coughed and backed away.

“Nothing else, Redlin. Be ready to leave in ten.”

-

Equipped in black leathers and on the hunt, it felt good to be useful, if nothing else. We were the specter that haunted ghosts, the knives in the dark, the death of assassins. Not mere drunks who swung swords at nothing and read books.

Blood would be spilled this day. I knew it. Felt in the air and heard on the wind. I relished it and felt my heart blaze at the concept.

We stalked through alleyways and avoided the main roads on the way to the cathedral. Hazel was the only one dressed in a normal churchgoer’s outfit, seeing as she was the only one who would blend in anyway. Juck with his scar, Eran with his dual blades, and me with the hate in my eyes gave us away as Vanguards, no matter how we were dressed. But not Hazel. She was a picturesque victim. No one would know that beneath those still waters was a monster, as ready to kill as I was.

We got to the last alleyway before the front of the cathedral.

“Juck, Eran, Redlin, fan out, see if you can get in the rafters of the building without being seen. I’ll be near Cade, but still, I’d prefer you find Lawson before I do. Any questions?” Hazel asked.

We shook our heads.

“Good. Eran, you’re in charge while I’m away. Remember, stealth is paramount, but Cade is the ultimate objective. If we don’t find Lawson but keep Cade safe, that’s a win in our books.”

Eran being put in charge was a slap in the face, but before I could protest, she stepped out into the street.

“Right. Follow my lead,” Eran said.

Despite my hate, I complied. Good leaders know how to follow, right?

He led us to an alleyway that was behind the church. The difference between this one and the one Hazel had left us in was as startling as the difference between Lower City and the rest of the city. Rats scurried about and green muck seemed to coat the area.

Even holy buildings have things to hide.

“Redlin, stay here. Scout the area. If you run into any trouble, handle it, and then call for help. ‘Knife’ if you want just one of us to come, ‘Shield’ if you want both of us,” Eran commanded.

“You want me to stay behind?” I asked incredulously.

“Is that a problem?”

“I should be there, protecting the Archon’s son.”

“I don’t think the Archon holds you in the highest regard, after the Tribunal.” He paused, seeming to almost regret the words. “Just … stay here. Alright? Try not to kill anyone.”

With that hesitant scolding, he and Juck left.

I’ve done my fair share of assassinations. Most of them involved sitting in a dark spot, waiting for a moment to spring out and unleash chaos. A few involved waiting in the target’s bedroom for so long I had to fight off the urge to go to sleep myself.

All of them involved some level of boredom. Discipline comes into play, but once you’ve scouted the area so many times you know it better than your own home and scouted the guards to such an extent they feel like family, boredom is part of a job well done. A plan executed without deviations or complications.

The single thing more boring than waiting to assassinate someone is waiting to catch an assassin.

I did my due diligence. Peered around corners, checked hiding spots, looked for vantage points for a potential archer. All of it was fruitless. There was simply too much ground to cover, and at the end of the day, I deemed it unlikely for Lawson to be here. Far more likely, he was hiding in the church. A knife up his sleeve and an exit plan in his heart.

The sound of steel on steel rang out from the church. People screamed. Doors opened and rugged shouts echoed across the square. Trampling, stampeding, stupid people desperate to escape whatever blood and chaos had spilled out in their hallowed cathedral. More commands, more screams.

The church bell tolled.

Led by Asher, Cade Sinclair was whisked through the back alleys.

The boy was tall and lean, with the golden hair of his father but orange eyes that shone even from a distance. He had a fine face, one that had been bred for hundreds of years and pointed to a lineage of refinement and grandeur.

Most noticeable of all was the blood that poured from his shoulder.

A knife was still lodged there, with a golden handle. Close to the heart, too. A few inches in one direction and he wouldn’t be alive and this story would be far, far different.

“Redlin!” Asher shouted. “Run point. We’re right behind you. We move to the Archon’s keep.”

I nodded, unsheathed my sword, and looked to the horizon. Discord and bloodshed were behind us, order and safety in front. I was like a hound that smelled meat, yet followed his master’s orders.

Asher and Cade stayed ten feet behind me, the boy woozy and barely able to keep up, even with Asher’s support. The Vanguard leader offered words of encouragement; the Archon’s son countered with mumbled, curse-laden complaints.

Two streets in, three men came out, armed with swords. Their faces were unobscured. Grim-set jaws, alert eyes, and even breathing. Assassins who knew it was kill or die.

There would be no escape for them or us.

I didn’t hesitate. I rushed the one who held his sword the loosest. My liuyedao was pointed at his chest, my mode of attack clear. He tried to counter but he was far too slow. My sword sank into him, drank the blood from his heart. He gurgled, fell to his knees, and, with the weak grip of the dying, grabbed my liuyedao’s edge.

He couldn’t stop me. I took the blade out, slicing palm and heart alike. The satisfaction I felt watching the blood dance in the air was second to none. It was from a weak, ineffectual host, but it was red and glorious and beautiful as a sunrise at sea. Savagely, I grinned at his two companions. It had been far, far too long since I indulged, and they were sacrifices who had offered themselves up wholly.

Cade was irrelevant. Asher was irrelevant. The whole fucking world was irrelevant. There was only the fight. Only the killing.

The middle one stepped forward and stabbed out. It was a probing strike. Non-commital. Safe. I batted it aside with such fury that both of our swords vibrated in our hands. By the time he got his sword back into a guarding position, my blade was already in motion.

The tip sliced through his neck, gristle, a chunk of viscera, and a smattering of blood to the ground. He joined his gore. Hands on his neck, he hopelessly tried to keep himself from bleeding out. Dying was always something that happened to other people.

I stepped over him and his futile denial. The last would-be assassin backed up a half step. I kept coming. With his bald pate and his reddish beard, I knew him now. Lawson. The one we were warned about. Hardly seemed worthy of being told about now. Given the fear in his eyes, I could have killed him at any point. He probably wouldn’t have even tried to resist it. My blade would have taken his life as quickly as the others.

But I didn’t want it to be quick.

I came in low, swiping at his ankles. I expected him to jump back, or to intercept it with his own sword, but he just let it happen. Both he and his weapon clattered to the ground. I put the tip of my sword against his heart, ready to plunge, to sate my desires and put a rest to the maelstrom of thoughts and doubts I had in my head.

“Leave him,” Asher commanded.

He and Cade had caught up in the time it took me to dispatch the three assassins. They were ready to shamble on, and yet, I wanted it. My will to kill wavered, resting on a knife’s edge. After all, he’d been the one to put himself in my blade’s path. We’d fought and he’d lost. His life was mine to do with as I pleased.

“Agents are coming. They’ll interrogate him. Let’s go,” Asher commanded again.

I relented. Lawson looked up with fear, but there was something else there, too. A challenge. A goading threat.

“Kid, leave him. Help me carry this one.”

I swore and rushed to Cade’s side. Lawson laughed behind us.

Despite the jubilation I had felt in cutting down the assassins beside him, the laughter cut through it. I spent the rest of our shambling walk wishing I had disobeyed orders and smeared the wall with his blood and organs.

I daydreamed about the execution I gave up all the way to the Archon’s keep.


Chapter 15 - Backroom Meetings

Upon arriving with the country’s dear, wounded prince, chaos ensued. Maids screamed, low-ranking diplomats gave bad medical advice, and guards asked us how we could have even let this happen.

Asher kept his cool, fending off accusations and unintentional assassination attempts such as “We must drain his blood to remove any potential poison” and “A priest must bless the wound before a doctor touches it”.

Cade was lying down on one of the couches in the lobby. In a way, it looked like a painting of a depressed, overwhelmed young king, surrounded by opulence. Miserable splendor. His unwounded arm was draped over his eyes.

“What’s your name?” he asked. His voice was slurry, like a dreamer’s, but it cut through the din anyway.

“Redlin. Redlin of the Wolves.”

He smiled at that, but left his arm draped over the top half of his face. “I’m Cade Sinclair.”

“It’s nice to formally meet you.”

“You as well.” He coughed, then turned over, away from me. “You know, I think we’re going to be friends.”

A mustached man with a frilly purple shirt got past Asher. His finger was pointing at me, begging to be broken. He was fat and overconfident, the perfect target.

“Don’t pollute the young lord’s head with your lies, heretic!”

Asher backhanded the accuser’s hand. The man looked as if he had been the one stabbed. His face turned a red more vibrant than his shirt and he then pointed the same index finger mere inches in front of Asher’s face. I thought we were about to witness the Vanguard leader bite it off. The Laughter of Loss was his nickname, but it was about to become the Biter of Fingers.

Silence fell on us as the sharp clacks of boots on stone sounded out.

The Archon descended.

Dressed in golden robes that shimmered as he walked down the ivory staircase, he looked almost unperturbed with his son’s state. Nobility cares greatly about the events of the world, but it must never appear to bother itself with the highs and lows of life and death.

“Back away from my son.”

It was a command spoken to everyone in the room. All obeyed. They scurried to position like rats. All of them, heads bowed, eyes on their feet. All except me.

The Archon placed a hand on my shoulder, as if I was the one who had suffered a potential loss from this endeavor. He had a kind face, despite a lifetime of responsibility. Power corrupts, but it didn’t show on him.

“It’s alright,” he said simply.

I stepped out of his way.

The Archon stayed, patting his son’s head, rubbing his hair, and singing softly to him. We all, Vanguard and noble alike, watched until doctors came and took him deeper into the depths of the manor.

In that moment, we weren’t of different status. All of us were simply paying respect to a suffering father who flouted the expectations of stoicism.

-

Asher and I were led to a small waiting room. Despite the grandeur in the estate, this room was stuffy with wooden furniture even my parents would have been ashamed of.

My commander stood with his eyes closed, arms crossed, one leg bent and resting against the wall. He hummed to himself, something soft. I could almost place the melody.

“A Sword of Bronze and Ashes,” he remarked.

“You have a penchant for knowing what I’m thinking.”

“I do.” He sighed heavily and his eyes remained closed. “It’s why you’re such a problem for me.”

I didn’t say anything to that, merely waited for him to continue. A disciplined child waiting for his father’s fist to come down.

“You wanted to kill Lawson, despite him being defeated. Don’t waste your breath forming up a lie about why you wanted it. I already know. You didn’t care about what was best for the Vanguards. You didn’t want to kill him for Cade’s protection. You didn’t see care about the mission. You crave the murder for one person: you.

“You’re right,” I said simply. His eyes cracked open, ever so slightly. “I got carried away in the heat of the fight. Sorry.”

His eyes closed again. “No you didn’t. I’ve seen battle lust. It burns hot and bright. Not you, Redlin. Your rage is a cold, hungry thing. I wonder if there is a limit on how many people you’d have to kill to sate that thirst.”

“And how many people have you killed, Asher? I don’t imagine you got to your position with unstained hands,” I challenged.

“I kill because I have to; you kill because you want to. I thought I saw a leader in you. Some of—” He paused, a name unsaid. “Maybe I was wrong.”

“Wrong? I’ve succeeded at every task you’ve given me. If a general sends a soldier into battle, which the soldier wins, but the war is lost, who do you blame? The soldier, or the general?”

A firm knock came from the door. Servants opened it, somehow sweeping their feet and bowing at the same time. The Archon stood behind them.

“Vanguards,” he greeted us.

We did a half bow.

“No need for that. Not only did you provide a night of entertainment at the Tribunal, you’ve also saved the life of my son. If anything, I am in your debt.” He did a bow of his own, a proclamation of humility from one in his seat of power. “I do need details, however. How did it happen?”

“We had some people around your son, and a few around the perimeter. We knew of one ringleader, a man named Lawson, but not his accomplices. One of them was able to get close enough to your son that he was able to strike.”

“And how did that happen?” the Archon asked.

“Truthfully, my lord?”

“Always, Asher. Closed doors here.”

“Your son is a fucking moron.”

The Archon chuckled. “Expound.”

“I warned him that there was an assassin in their midst, but he insisted on working the crowd. He put us in a position where we either had to manhandle him—discrediting and embarrassing him—or let him be. My team chose the latter,” Asher said.

“And then?”

“Hell broke loose. Vanguards engaged with assassins, people fled for their lives. Last I saw, two bystanders got their throats slashed and one of mine took a knife to the heart.”

My blood ran cold and I sucked in a breath as I realized I had forgotten to think of my squad. Eran and Juck were in the building, Hazel next to the prince. They could have been hurt, or dead, and I hadn’t even thought to ask about them.

Some fucking leader.

Asher continued. “I whisked Cade out the back after killing the one who had stabbed him. I can identify his corpse, if need be. From there, Redlin served as point. He led us through the alley, killing two would-be assassins and wounding their leader. Assuming that my team quashed the ambush and did their jobs, he should be in our custody for interrogation while the corpses are taken for identification. We will get to the bottom of this, but it might be good to discuss with Cade if he’s seen anything.”

“Believe me, I will be talking to my son about the events of today,” the Archon said. “Regarding his idiocy, I trust he will have your counsel in the future.”

“Archon, are you being coy with me?” Asher asked.

“An hour ago, I thought I had lost my son. Now he is safe, resting peacefully, and has the reputation of a battle-hardened man. When I pass, Usmal will be in good hands. The hands of a survivor. Forgive a politician for being sly after a long day; it’s what we do.”

“Always seeing the grand picture?” I offered.

“Always.” He took me in, like a lion examining a gazelle. “You know, Wiles Munk told me about you. I’d expected that you would have bonded at that boy’s—Rohan’s—funeral; father and brother to the victim. Instead, he said you’re not afraid to embarrass yourself in the company of high society.”

Something about the Archon’s cadence emboldened me to speak my mind. Men in power frequently appreciate it, if they’re humble enough. “Wiles Munk is a nefarious tit that I wouldn’t trust an ounce of power to.”

“I’ve trusted him with the position of Master of Coin.”

“In title. I pray not in responsibility.”

The Archon barked a laugh. “Wiles was probably correct about you. Despite that, or maybe because of it, I find myself liking you. That’s good. On the verge of unconsciousness, my son made two things clear: he will be joining the Justicars on their pilgrimage, and he wants you two to join him.”

Asher stood up at that. “Archon, you have—”

The Archon held up a hand, silencing him. “The Justicars are normally allotted some Vanguards for their pilgrimage. The Seraph’s time draws near—we all know it. They will be journeying to collect the gods’ demands for the next Seraph, sooner rather than later, and Cade will be going with them, as will you. This is not a request, Asher. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, sir,” Asher grated out.

“Good. My good mood only allows a certain amount of tolerance. Keep my son safe, gentlemen. Usmal depends on it.”

The Archon turned and left. Asher swore under his breath, then led the way out of the building. I followed, a soldier without a choice, but also, a man without complaint.


Chapter 16 - Beat Down

To my surprise, Asher offered to take us to a place to eat. I readily agreed, eager to mend any relationship I could with him. There was professional luster to it. A welcome back to good graces. More importantly was the enthusiasm I felt at the offer. All the bluster of a broken boy saying he didn’t need anyone turned out to be false the moment a hand was offered.

We went to a restaurant called Ove’s where a crotchety old man served roasted potatoes and smoked beef as if the service were a chore. Despite being in the nicest area of Fymdell, the tables were made of old, splintery wood and the chairs wobbled incessantly.

Needless to say, the food was delicious.

Still, it’s always hard to enjoy a meal when you can feel bad news looming. The meal hadn’t started with that air. Somewhere after it had been brought to us, Asher shifted ever so slightly and started to look around. Checked his nails twice. I ate and acted like I was aloof, and Asher ate and let me perform my routine.

“You still haven’t asked if the dead Vanguard was one you knew,” Asher said.

I swore inwardly. Just like at the Archon’s keep, it caused a huge spike of anxiety. I had forgotten yet again.

“Who was it?” I asked.

“A boy—a man, I suppose—by the name of Andres.”

I breathed a small sigh of relief. None of my squadmates.

“Don’t fucking do that,” Asher commented.

“What?”

“Acting relieved that it wasn’t one of yours. He was one of mine, one of ours. Fuck’s sake, Redlin, what’s gotten in to you? You were always thoughtless, but you had charm and enthusiasm. Now … you’re something else.”

I took the words in easily, then struggled with a response. My natural inclination was a sarcastic, petulant “I’ve never been better”.

But I didn’t want to fight.

In that moment, after a barrage of loneliness and broken bonds, I wanted something more. I wanted to be seen as me: the good, the bad, and everything in the middle. I didn’t want to posture, nor to insult. I simply wanted to be seen as I was.

“Do you ever feel like the world is slipping—like you’re slipping—and you can’t stop yourself? I try and I try, grip on ever tighter, and it’s like the harder I grab, the quicker it flees away. I don’t have any friends, save perhaps you and Juck, and the ones I once had disdain me. Even worse, I don’t have a future. Swinging swords, killing Reapers, saving damsels—what’s it all for?

“Sometimes, I think about ending things.”

“Kid,” he said softly. I was looking down at my food, eager to be elsewhere after an embarrassing confession, when he repeated it. “Hey, kid, look at me.”

I did. There was genuine concern there—that of a father’s. A warm ray of sunshine breaking through the clouds of anger.

“You have a hell of a future. You impress everyone you meet. Your reputation is far, far greater than mine was at this point. Life is hard, and yeah, you’ve made some mistakes lately, but that’s no reason to stop trying. I won’t let that happen.

“And those friends you ‘lost’? They’re easy to get back. Apologize, do better, and earn it. If they won’t give you a shot, they weren’t true friends anyway. Don’t let this stain set; wash it out.”

“I just, I don’t know how to start,” I admitted.

“Do it with grace. Rise above your own self image and they’ll see it.”

I returned to eating. Asher did as well, satisfied that I had taken the words to heart.

-

When I returned to the Vanguard compound, a sullen silence had taken over. It always is that way when dealing with death in a dangerous field. You’d think killers would have accepted the fact that death comes for us all—and that comes for us sooner than it does for others—but closeness to danger brings paranoia, not acceptance.

People nodded respectfully to me, despite the mourning in the air. They’d heard I took down two and captured the leader. A great feat, regardless if they detested my existence or if they were indifferent.

I returned their gestures as respectfully as they’d been given. No gloating, no pride, just understanding.

Luckily, I found Eran, Hazel, and Juck in the same room. I hoped they were debriefing the mission instead of bonding over a mutual dislike of me, but in the moment, I was sure it was the latter. I took a deep breath and pushed the anger down inside of me. It was a monster under dark waters, but I could try to keep the waves calm.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

All three swiveled to me. Hazel maintained her neutral expression. Eran and Juck were both stunned.

“For what? You’re the one who got them, as always,” Eran said, a petulant edge in his voice.

“I’m sorry for all of it. For Mauro’s Rest, for Eilen, for Lower City. For how I’ve acted. The words I’ve said, the lack of foresight I’ve had. It’s put all of you in tough positions, over and over again.”

They waited for me to continue in an unsettled silence. This apology was long deserved and incomplete, but they had never seen this side of me. Reign, I had never seen this side of me. I’d been vulnerable with Juck, discussed life with Eran, but never had I apologized. Unfamiliar territory for all of us.

All there was to do was continue through it. “Chances are, I’m going to make mistakes again. And again and again and again. But I’m here to serve. Hazel is the leader, I’m just a follower.”

Hazel arched an eyebrow and looked at Eran.

He rose, shoved me with his shoulder, and walked out of the room.

Some crave familiarity.


Chapter 17 - The Colosseum

Trust, once broken, is hard to re-mend. Carefully, you have to stitch it back together. Piece by piece. When that’s done, you’ll be able to see the scars of indignation and betrayal. They’re ugly, those scars, and they hurt all the more knowing that you caused them. All you can do is leave it to time and hope they fade.

That process hadn’t started with Eran but at least we were training together again. Small victories.

“You’re striking too carefully,” I said as I ducked under one of his blades. We’d sparred many times in the past, and keeping up with his dual blades had always been a challenge. Not today. Today he treated me like a child.

“So are you,” he said as he easily caught my intentionally slow strike.

“Maybe I am.” I backpedaled and put some distance between us.

“What now?” he asked.

“Eran, let’s fight as equals. I know things aren’t right between us. I remind you of a certain someone, and I left you in Eilen. You’ve been angry at me and eager to tear me down. We’ve been bad brothers to each other. Fuck ‘who was worse’, let’s just focus on the now. Do you think you can do that?”

He came at me with a vicious combination. One blade struck low, one high, at complex angles. I caught the higher one and used its momentum to fuel my dodge of the other.

When I looked at him, ready to bring my own assault, he was looking at me like I reminded him of someone. Someone he hated and wanted to strike down. One slash could fix everything.

The pace increased, and so did the danger. It was a rising song, a crashing crescendo of counters, spins, and strikes. We dueled for quite some time, neither one willing to surrender.

Out of respect to his memory, I won’t divulge the winner.

-

Eran, Juck, and I were having breakfast and playing cards. Prace and Issaru had taught me that sitting at a table with a deck is a good way to force bonding. You can talk or not talk. Both are acceptable, neither are awkward. In a way, Eran and I did it to compete for Juck’s friendship. When you feel your social circle dwindling, you cling tight to the ones you have.  

“Who’s winning?” Hazel inquired.

Both Eran and I motioned to Juck, who almost smiled.

“Well, it may be time to wrap it up. We have a target.”

“Who is it?” I asked.

“An Apostate. No name given. Yellow hair, scarred face. Hiding out in the colosseum. Murdered two guards last night.”

“We know his location but not his name?” I probed.

“It’s a her, and no. This came directly from the Archon, who requested you specifically, Redlin. Cyn’se wasn’t in a position to demand her name.”

“Well, let’s do our leader proud then. Ready when you are, captain,” I said.

“Be ready in five. I’d like to catch her before the sun sets.”

-

Eran was assigned point as we walked through the streets. He radiated anger and people rushed to get out of his way. The slower—or less aware—ones were pushed. Hazel let him do it. I think she got a perverse pleasure out of seeing it. She hated me for being “brash”, but she seemed to relish it when it was Eran.

I said nothing as we walked. Asher’s words seemed wise and I had taken them to heart. Action would be my salvation, diligence my penance. Forgiveness would come when it was due, and until then, I would be the best I could be.

The streets were teeming with excitement. As we made our way to the colosseum, so too did most of the population. Enthusiastic whispers and muffled conversations surrounded us like crickets in a forest.

“Big fight today?” I asked Hazel.

“Lojen, the reigning champion, is fighting a man named Snorri. Snorri’s a northerner, arrested on some rather heinous crimes, and is being forced to fight each day until he’s dead. He’s decapitated each of the last four men he fought.”

“This is day five?”

“This is day three. The first day, he destroyed an up-and-comer. Had him dead to rights and beheaded him for the crowd to see. Licked the bloody tendons that attached his head to the rest of him then tossed it into the crowd.”

We passed a poster that depicted a long-haired, muscular northerner in chains. Someone had defaced it with red paint dripping from his mouth.

“People heard and wanted him dead. The arena master threw three men at him, all armed with polearms while he had nothing but a dagger. Killed them too. Was halfway into sawing off the third head before anyone tried to stop him.”

“Well, at least they stopped him,” I said.

“Tried to stop him. He was laced with whippings, but he got that head off all the same.”

“Hard to admonish a man of determination.”

“Especially when the people got what they paid for,” Hazel said.

“Blood sells.”

“The arena master has never been so happy, nor so busy.”

The roaring of a crowd came from the approaching colosseum, followed by a disappointed series of boos. I wondered if their complaints stemmed from needing to wait for their blood spilling, or if they got it and found it disappointing.

We pushed our way through the growing line outside the arena. A few shouts and empty threats from both sides were exchanged and eventually we found our way to the front. They tried to charge an inordinate amount, but quickly backed off when Eran showed them his Vanguard pin. A young woman with a mischievous smile followed in our wake like she was one of us. I let her. She nodded to me as she joined the crowd of onlookers, while Hazel took over the point position of our group. She led us to the tunnels beneath the stands.

She cut quite the figure, standing in the sun with the yawning cavern of blackened tunnels behind her. “This is The Bloodworks. Seen some legendary figures. The Grey Prince. Maximus. Zercien Volnaire. Hector the Axeblade. Do not let that grandeur fool you. This is a place of criminals and killers. We do a sweep and try to find our target. It’s been teeming with activity, so she may have tried to escape into the crowds. If she did, she’s gone—we’re not finding her.”

Hazel led with perfunct alacrity, as if she had spent many, many nights prowling these hallways. Potential combatants, whether conscripted or men who joined for coin, watched us with the same look on their faces. The look of a thief recognizing a thief, or a killer recognizing another.

Roars and jeers were our background noise, as well as the occasional collection of shocked gasps. It was unnerving to be on the hunt for blood and imagine our performances being judged by a crowd. The colosseum is full of people who demand blood and are surprised when they get it.

We’d gone through the tunnels for an unknowable amount of time when we stumbled on a man in chains. He was big and pale, scarred and with black hair like my own. Even in the darkness, I could see he had heterochromia.

Hazel led on, ignoring him, but something called to me. Asher had implied I should stay silent and follow commands, but I couldn’t ignore my instincts.

“Snorri,” I said.

He lifted his head. The chains rattled. The crowd cheered overhead, their volume rumbling the walls.

“Seen a girl with yellow hair and a scar running down her eye?”

He looked at me, and me alone. “Raven,” he said knowingly. It struck me oddly, like a bad note coming from a fine instrument. “She went that way earlier today, then took a left.”

“Thank you.”

He hung his head back down.

“Taking advice from convicts now?” Hazel asked as I rejoined.

“Just utilizing the resources available to me.”

“And you think he spoke true?”

I pondered for a moment, even though I knew the answer. “Yes.”

She accepted it and went in the direction Snorri had indicated. Before we left, I took one last look at the northman. He was preparing for death and praying for salvation. At that moment, I knew he deserved both.

The din faded as we walked down that hallway, replaced by the slow dripping of a bead of water coalescing on the metal grates above before falling. Water or blood. Hard to tell in the dark.

Eran took over the point position. He’d always been good in the dark, almost supernatural. When his dual blades came out, I knew that we had found her. As we rounded the last corner, she stood there, arms crossed and head bowed, like she was trying to swallow herself whole and cease to exist.

“Please, just let me pass,” she said. Her words were quiet, barely over a whisper, but she managed to look over Eran’s shoulder and at Hazel as she spoke.

“Can’t do that, Sienna. You’re an Apostate now,” Hazel said.

“It’s not my fault, Hazel. You know that.”

“I know that we’re supposed to take you in dead or alive.” Hazel’s knife came out of her sleeve. “I’m choosing dead.”

Sienna looked at us, begging for mercy. The three of us, including the ever-stoic Juck, were unsure how to proceed. It felt like a setup, or a test.

“Hazel,” I cautioned.

“We can talk after. Not before,” she warned.

The crowd above stomped rhythmically in the stands. Bloodsong.

I felt the crackling of Aether around Sienna, and then, tendrils of shadow came rushing towards us. They originated away from her, forming in the inky darkness of the hallway. I put up a shield of wind, knowing that with her starting point being that far away, she wouldn’t be able to sustain it.

She wasn’t.

It ended quickly, all four of us having fought off her assault with ease. I managed to sneak a peek at Hazel and see that her Aether was that of the flame. I wouldn’t have guessed it with her personality, but it burned hot and it burned true.

Sienna turned and ran into the labyrinth.

Eran and Hazel followed with violent enthusiasm, like hounds after the rabbit. I could picture both of them gnashing their teeth, foaming at the mouth. Juck and I were quickly followed, but even at our pace we remained a step behind. We shared an understanding that something about this was wrong.

But we were in the thick of it now.

We barreled into darkened hallways, chasing after the pitter-patter of steps. The darkness was good for her fighting style, like fighting an Odis disciple in the mountains, or one of Balin’s in the snow. It didn’t matter. She resided in shadow and we were her hunters.

A room underneath the fighting pits was her last stand. Strands of light came from a trap door above. Sienna stood beyond it, summoning the antithesis of that flicker of Reign’s glory. Before she launched them, I could see the tears in her eyes.

Spears of shadow came rushing towards us, disguised in the blackness. The crackling of Aether and the scent of death in the air made my heart feel alive. We all raised shields of our own Aether, then slowly made our approach. Bursts battered our shields like rain on a fortress. We pushed on.

Sienna didn’t relent. In a last, desperate attempt, she pushed out a concussive blast.

It had no effect on any of us, not even strong enough to make us re-empower our shields. She was done. Sienna knew it and we knew it. She was a trapped rat; we were the snake.

“Hazel, please,” she whimpered.

Hazel took two quick steps inward. The small rays of slitted light illuminated the blade as it soared through the space between them. I did not see the blood flow, but I heard it. A very particular noise—swords slicing throats.

Sienna fell to the ground. Hazel dropped her sword then rushed to the fallen Apostate. She cradled her in her lap, even though her lifeblood was gushing out in torrents. Our leader whispered something. The Apostate gurgled. It sounded like she was trying to say a name. Hazel laughed, then cried. Blood poured.

The audience in the colosseum cheered to uproarious applause.

-

Hazel and I sat in the colosseum stands, waiting for Lojen and Snorri’s entrance. It was my first time seeing the inside of the home of fighters and champions, and it was as grand as I had imagined. Thousands and thousands of seats, private balconies for the elites, an awning reserved for the Archon’s occasional visits, vendors with shops built in, gloriously large flags flapping on the upper ridges.

It will make a nice last sight. I imagine it’s where I’ll be executed, once this tale is done.

I was a bit surprised when Hazel asked me to join her and assigned Eran and Juck with taking the body to the Vanguard compound. She’d had no qualms about showing that Eran was her favorite and I her least. But I’ve never been one to look a gift horse in the mouth.

We sat in silence, a small psychological game between the two of us to see who would break first. The duel of taciturnity is one of endurance: as the seconds flow by, so too does the weight of the stillness. Human beings are driven to talk to each other. When there’s a driven, intentional abstention of speech, that silence becomes a weight that builds and builds, and the only way to relieve that pressure is to break the hushed shroud.

The audience’s murmuring fell. Snorri, still chained and his head down, was dragged forward by four men. They pulled and prodded him, trying to make him stumble, but he simply shambled on. The crowd hated it, and they showed him. Boos, slurs, discarded food, and stones were hailed upon him. Just like his handlers’ provocations, they had no effect. The audience continued their assault regardless.

The crowd hushed once more, this time with eager anticipation instead of readied disdain. Mothers shushed children, fathers jostled them and tousled their hair. Even the vendors had stopped their incessant cries.

Their hero was arriving.

Lojen stepped out and cheers followed. Victorious shouts came down as if he had already won. He basked in the glory, raising his arms and encouraging more.

The audience obliged.

Lojen was painted in a red so bright it bordered on orange. Though smaller than Snorri, he looked lithely. Dangerous. Snorri was a greatsword manifested; Lojen was the living embodiment of the serpent. Strength would go against speed and skill.

“He paints himself red to hide his own blood,” Hazel said, finally breaking that dreaded silence.

“We should wear red, then.”

“We wear black because we are the shadow. We stalk the night to protect the weak.”

“And yet we hunt those who wield the very same shadows,” I said.

“To defeat your enemy, you have to know your enemy.”

“It certainly sounded like the two of you knew each other.”

She pursed her lips at that. Snorri was released from his chains and handed a crude sword. Lojen had two finely dressed young boys bring him a rich, shimmering sword and a rectangular shield with the Archon’s insignia on it.

They started to circle each other on instinct, walking sideways. Around and around they went, a whirlpool where the center was a clash of steel and death.

Lojen led, taking two quick, weaving steps toward Snorri before launching a probing stab. Snorri met it with his own blade. Sparks flew and showered the sand beneath their feet.

“She was my best friend,” Hazel said.

A quick shuffle of feet and the combatants met. Blade on blade, they pushed. Lojen was sent backwards. Snorri didn’t press his advantage; he just reset his feet and began to circle his opponent again, walking to his shield side.

“I couldn’t tell you her name because it hurt too much to say out loud. It was easier to pretend she was nothing. No one. If I accepted who she was, I may have led us somewhere else. Pretended we couldn’t find her.”

Lojen spun, swinging both shield and sword at the convict. Snorri spun in the opposite direction—surprisingly nimble for a man that size—and slashed Lojen’s back as he did.

The adage of “Wear red so your enemies don’t see you bleed” is bullshit. The painted man yelped in pain and blood dripped off him in visible torrents. Snorri reset his feet and resumed his circling.

“I’m sorry,” I said honestly.

“It’s the life we chose, Redlin. I apologize if I’ve been harsh on you in the past. I was harsh on Sienna, too. She often criticized me for it, and sometimes, after a bad mission, she’d ask me to soften my words.”

Two men armed with spears arrived to back Lojen up. They fanned out, putting Snorri into the center of a triangle.

“I never did. Being hard on her would prevent future mistakes. That’s what I told myself, at least. Now I wonder if things would have turned out differently.”

Snorri ducked under a spear and rolled. Still low to the ground, he slashed at the spearman’s ankles. He scored another blow. Blood hit the sand and the crowd held its breath.

Before he could finish the job, the other spearman skewered him. The point of his weapon went through Snorri’s calf and sank into the ground beneath. Snorri didn’t stop. He was still in reach of the one with slashed ankles, and he did not yield that advantage. He put his blade to the downed man’s neck.

“Although, I don’t think so. Sienna confessed one time to me that her vellum had glowed green then black when she put a drop of blood on it.”

My heart stopped. My blood turned to ice. The sound of gasps and taunts from the audience fell away, replaced with a buzzing that dominated my senses. Breathing was a task impossible to achieve, thoughts and words even less possible.

When they had tested my blood on the vellum back in Eilen, it had turned green, then black, then grey. Partly like hers.

“Still, she was my best friend,” she continued. Her eyes were on the faces in the crowd, not the fight. “It must say something about me that I didn’t even try to save her.”

Before Snorri could slit the finish the man on the ground, Lojen had kicked him, rolling him over like a beaten dog. The flesh of his pinned leg twisted as if it were smoked meat coming off the bone, leaving chunks of muscle and tendons behind. Snorri looked up, all defiance and rage, at the champion.

Lojen stabbed him through the heart. He held up the bloodied blade to a cheering and loving crowd. Humans love when the just win fairly and evil is expelled.


Chapter 18 - Questions Beget Questions

If Hazel had noted my shock at hearing Sienna’s vellum glowed black, she didn’t say so. In a way, I wish she had, if only so I wouldn’t have to live with the wondering.

As we returned to the Vanguard building, I couldn’t stop questioning what it all meant. I had gathered that the colors represented the gods. Green was Samira, blue was Balin, and so on. Black must have been Siber. But what was grey? And what did it matter? Were there gods clamoring and wagering on our souls, or were we already spoken for?

Was I doomed to follow in Sienna’s path?

While it was nice to have my thinking shift from how pathetic and unlovable I was to how three gods valued me enough to mark me, I still needed answers. Mysteries are fun for a while, but they become cloying when you sit with them for too long. I set out to find the man who could dispel their hold.

-

He was sitting alone in the dank basement. Like a scythe with no crops to tend, he seemed like a useless thing, begging to be useful. Such is the life of a teacher with no students. His melancholy left—or at least appeared to leave—when I entered.

“Young Redlin,” Shur greeted me with a wide smile.

“Master Shur,” I said.

“Bah, I’m no master, as you well know. Merely a humble teacher.”

“I hope you’ll instruct me once more. I have questions.” I sat across from him, bowing to his knowledge.

“I am here to guide.” He bowed his head as if I were the one doing him a favor. I paused for a moment, unsure of where to start. He waited patiently as my mind mulled the right way to form the question. Ever the teacher.

“The target we hunted—Sienna. Hazel said that her vellum had glowed black. What does that mean?” I asked finally.

He stroked his chin and looked up to the ceiling as if it had the answers. “Some say that the gods place their mark on a person when they’re born. Green for Samira—the color you had; orange for Tidur; blue for Balin; yellow for Odis; white for Reign himself—although, it’s a rarity that it comes up and those selected by heaven are sent to the church. Regardless, the people who speak of these are superstitious, and a lot of them think that the color of your irises matches this soul-binding.”

“Superstitous they may be, but the first part sounds solid. Mine was green and I forged a contract with Samira.”

“But did you forge it with her because you were destined to? Or because you chose to?”

The question gave me pause. Shur let me ruminate, like we were chess players forming moves and countermoves in our head before moving pieces across the board. In a way, we were—I just didn’t know it then.

“Hopefully, because I chose it, not because she did.”

“In my experience, everything is predetermined. We rage against the notion, and yet, we follow the path.” He leaned back and crossed his arms. “Regardless, we were talking reality, not philosophy.”

“One and the same,” I quipped.

“If only. Philosophy makes sense.”

“Only to philosophers.”

“This world makes philosophers of us all,” he mused. “Once again, we are meandering. You cause a lot of that, Redlin.”

“There’s joy in the flow of a conversation, what can I say?”

“Indeed, and yet, no new information has been gleaned.”

“Well, we learned that we both like to meander and that neither of us are superstitious.”

“Did we? When did I say I wasn’t among their ilk?”Shur challenged.

“You implied it with the way you talked about them.”

“If disdain separated us from our natures, we’d all be misanthropes.”

“We all are misanthropes. Just to varying extents.”

“A point I’d disagree with, but back to your original query.” Shur took out a roll of vellum from his cloak. Perhaps he was prepared. “Your blood—allegedly—corresponds to the god that has marked you. While I dislike the superstition, I cannot deny that, generally speaking, reality does reflect this concept.”

“Generally speaking?” I asked.

“There are stories of people forging contracts with other gods. Clucas was a student of mine who should have fallen under Tidur; instead, he wielded stone and dust. Although, he always had a distant look in his eyes, and killed himself later in life.”

“Perils of the job,” I said.

“Or, it could be the perils of going against the Pantheon. It does not go well for most.”

I shuddered as the light in Shur’s eyes dimmed. “What does black represent?”

“Following this logic, it represents Siber. Goddess of shadow.” He stopped and looked around the room, confirming it was empty. He wasn’t paranoid, but the aloof enthusiasm was gone. He was a man teaching a taboo topic.

“Who is she?”

“She hides in the shadows, whispering to corruptible souls. Everyone who follows her ends up wielding immense power, but you know as well as I do: power comes at a price.

“When she marks someone, it doesn’t show to everyone else. Sienna’s vellum ended up showing green, but to Sienna and Sienna alone, it also glowed black.”

My shoulders sank, despite me trying to show no reaction at all. Marked by the goddess of shadows. The mother of Reapers. My father said I had the eyes of a killer, but perhaps he meant I had the soul of a devil. That thought made me smile. A sad, small smile, but a smile nonetheless. Maybe every ill deed and misfortune that had fallen on my path was her fault instead of mine.

A small comfort to a ruined soul.

Something cold within me rebuked the self-pity. I was a man, responsible for my own decisions and my own actions. The gods played games, but I walked my own path. To blame them for my own mistakes was not only futile, it allowed unearned forgiveness instead of duty. Complacency instead of responsibility. My eyes hardened and my soul resolved itself. Fuck the gods. Fuck their marks, their claims. I was Redlin of the Wolves, Vanguard, and I’d walk untethered to their puppet strings.

“She was one of my best students, you know,” Shur said. He seemed much older as he spoke. The consequence of seeing people younger than you die.

“I’m sorry.”

He shrugged his shoulders. “It’s what happens to those claimed by Siber. The gods are greedy.”

“The gods are greedy,” I agreed. I meant it this time, instead of simply saying it ritually.

He fell into a deep silence, one of death and stillness. I was trying to find the words to ask him what it meant when vellum glowed grey, but before I could ask, Cyn’se walked into the basement.

“Redlin. With me,” she commanded.

I rose and bowed to Shur. He had gone back to his sullenness with the upcoming dissipation of his audience. I wanted to ask about the Husks under Eilen, about my dreams. Vellum that burned grey. The brewing holy war and the evidence I’d seen from all parties. I wanted to get all of it out. I should have.

But I didn’t. And now we’ve all suffered as a result.

-

“The preacher you captured in Lower City, he’s refused all questioning, except to answer to you,” Cyn’se said. The words came out painfully, as if she were the one getting interrogated.

“Me?” I asked, nearly tripping on stairs and words alike. “Why?”

“I don’t know. At first he asked for ‘the one with the prophetic dreams’, then he referenced you by name. What is it with you and these people? Everyone always seems to want you specifically.”

“I don’t know. Maybe psychopaths are linked,” I quipped.

She didn’t laugh.

As we walked through the Vanguard compound, I felt the cold stares on me. Did they, too, have Siber’s mark on them? Or would they have struck me down if they knew? You may imagine I’d say something like “the world would have been saved a lot of trouble if they had”, which would be true, but it would be hypocritical from the Vanguard’s finest. They were villains almost as dark as I was.

Cyn’se led me into an area that I had never seen: the interrogation cells. The scent of human waste and the buzzing of flies was overpowering, both begging me to gag. Cyn’se didn’t even flinch. She was at home here, amidst the decay. As easy as I am around death, she was as easy around the dying, and let me tell you, dying is far, far more disgusting and visceral than death.

I suppose you already knew that, being an Inquisitor yourself.

Hands shackled to the ceiling and feet shackled to the floor, the preacher, or the prisoner, made an X shape. His head hung low and his body slumped hard enough to make his wrists bleed, but he simply didn’t have the energy to hold himself up. He was a Husk in many ways.

“Wake up.” Cyn’se slapped his ribs. It sounded wet, as if he were made of sludge.

His left eye cracked open. His right eye was so swollen it was impossible to see if it had opened as well.

“You—” He devolved into a set of racking coughs, thick with yellow phlegm that he expelled weakly. It ended up coating his bottom lip.

Cyn’se nudged me. I looked at her with disbelief. She nudged again.

“So, uhh, how are you doing?” I asked. Cyn’se elbowed me harder. “Where did you get the book?”

“The wind brought it,” he said weakly. I thought it was a cryptic joke at first, but none of us were laughing.

“Just out of the fucking sky?” I pressed.

“You haven’t met him yet, then.” His head fell back. “Just kill me.”

“‘Him’?” I quoted. He remained despondent, even as I cracked knuckles to prepare for the impending beating. “We need answers.”

“The gods are greedy,” he said so quietly it could barely be heard.

“What was that?” I asked.

“The gods are greedy. Why do they care if we use the Aether given to us? It belongs to every man and woman.”

“Who taught you these things?” I demanded.

“Tidarian.”

My heart sped up and beads of sweat began to form. My worries over blackened vellum were nothing compared to this. That, at least, was obscured. Tidarian was linked to me. I had to know what he meant, but with Cyn’se hanging over my shoulder, I needed him to be silent.

I punched him in the chest as hard as I could. I heard ribs crack, felt them fracture. In my desperation, I hoped that shards of bone had pierced his heart and he was bleeding out from internal wounds. Another prisoner lost from rough handling. The world would keep spinning.

Cyn’se tried to stop me, but I punched again, a different spot in the ribs this time.

“You think this is a time for games?” I demanded. “Speak sense.”

He coughed more, this time his bile was mixed with flecks of blood. A long line of yellow, orange, and red drool fell from his mouth. “The gods are greedy. They said you’d know what it means.”

Cyn’se pulled me out of the room.

“Just what in the fuck was that?” she asked. “You were only supposed to ask questions, not beat him. Redlin, I swear—”

Her words faded away. I was staring at my reddened knuckles. They sang a sweet lullaby, a captivating tune. I felt like a snake watching a baby bird hatch out of its egg.

“Are you even listening to me?” she snapped, bringing me back to reality.

I nodded, pretending that I was. “I’m better in the field. I don’t know anything about interrogation, it’s not my forte. But all this? Over a book that we located?”

“Books rule the world. Knowledge is power. You know this.”

“I guess I just don’t see what the issue is. He has heretical ideas—big deal. Is the church that afraid of being challenged?”

“It’s not on us to question them,” Cyn’se said.

“Then who is it on? The Seraph? Reign himself?” I listed. “We’re Vanguards. We’re supposed to be separate from both the crown and the church. Why do we bow to both?”

“Our central job, the only job that matters, is to keep Usmal safe. If that means bowing to them, I expect you to stoop so low your forehead brushes the ground. Is that clear?”

“Yes,” I grumbled.

“And your attitude, still as churlish as ever. You take one step forward and two steps back, all the time.”

My indignity had worked. She had forgotten my assault on the preacher in the wave of the arrogance I had displayed. A feigned pride, one that I wielded as a shield against the mistakes I made during torture.

A brilliant performance by me.

She began to walk away, but stopped and gave me one last look.

“I don’t understand what makes you so special, but I’m getting sick of people treating you like you are. You are a soldier, nothing more, so act like it. No one is clamoring for the attention of the great Redlin.”

-

“The Archon wants him specifically?” Cyn’se borderline yelled the word like she was trying to expel poison.

“‘Redlin of the Wolves is to guard my son and the Justicars as they complete their pilgrimage’,” Asher read off the note, again.

The air in Asher’s office was constricting as they both looked expectantly at me, as if it were my idea and I had some intelligent follow-up or a grand speech. I had neither, so we all stared at each other dumbly.

“Well. I guess that’s that then,” Asher finally said.

“I was never a particularly good Guardian,” I cautioned.

“Men in power often develop a trait of thinking they’re right at all times and getting what they’ve requested. Between the Tribunal, Reapers, and the looming Seraph change, our hands are tied.” He scratched at the whiskers of his growing beard.

A gentle knock came from the door, followed by Hazel walking in. She reminded me of myself, barging into powerful people’s presence without their approval. She handed a note to Cyn’se.

She read the note stoically, but everything about her screamed of repressed anger. The way her hands held the document, the way her breathing looked intentional instead of instinctual, it was like a piece of wood receiving the nail. “Reaper in the Rended Valleys.”

Asher took it less stoically. He pinched the bridge of his nose with one hand while the other formed a fist. He released a clenched breath, drew his flask, and took a pull. “They’ve been popping up like flies recently.”

“I told you that something is propagating them,” Cyn’se said.

“And I told you to find out what it is.”

“Rising star over there.” Cyn’se jerked a thumb at me. “Brutalized our latest interrogation target.”

“Brutalizing is part of interrogation, I thought. He wasn’t exactly living the high life before I got there.”

“You were supposed to be his savior. He’d have told you everything,” Cyn’se informed me.

“Everyone in this room knows that I am no savior.”

“Be that as it may,” Asher interrupted, “you’ve been chosen to be a Guardian. You’ll leave the day after next for the Archon’s keep. Cyn’se, Hazel, and I will figure out the Reaper situation, as well as the root cause. In the meantime, focus on Cade and the Justicars. Kaeso is still a problem. Any evidence you can find, any at all, will be well served.”

“Yes, sir.”


Chapter 19 - Gentle Nightmares

I had strange dreams that night. Not dissimilar to one I’d had before.

All around me were enemy soldiers, wearing black and stabbing with crude spears. A pitched battle, one that I was in the middle of. A man with white hair and white armor slaughtered our enemies, like a fire clearing through brambles. His movements weaved, every sword stroke bringing death, every footstep barely dodging it. Despite the death he brought, he was beautiful. A dove amidst a writhing, black canvas.

I recognized him. Varesh the Keeper. One of the portraits in the Vanguard building—a man born hundreds of years ago—and here he was. Living, breathing, killing.

A soldier approached and jabbed his spear at my face. My opponent was expressionless, his eyes a black that glowed dimly. As the tip of the spear got closer and closer, the more it slowed down. Mere inches from my face and it was impossibly slow. I moved my neck and let it pass by, then slit the soldier’s throat. The battle around us raged on, its flowing time uninterrupted.

“Tidarian!” Varesh yelled, killing one more as he did. “We need to find her!”

I scanned the horizon. So many men and women clad in black armor. An unending tide of them, stemming from the mountain pass like blood through a wound. Impossible to locate a single being.

Varesh struck down two more. Four more took their place. He danced and danced, swaying like a leaf in the wind, and took lives as he did. It just didn’t matter. Soldiers fell, but they were replaced with more. They were hydra. Legion.

A spear rammed through his midsection. Skewered, he was lifted up in the air. He slid down the spear’s shaft, leaving crimson streaks that dripped down onto his white armor. I expected an excited outburst of chittering, but three soldiers calmly took him away like the prize he was.

“Tidarian!” he yelled out, or at least tried to, but it was a weak, distant voice.

The army stopped and turned towards me. They parted as a woman made her way through. She moved delicately. Intentionally. Her eyes glowed black, just like the rest of the army, but where theirs held a dull glamor, hers shined like polished onyx. She was no mere puppet like the rest of them. She was the one they were waiting for.

“Raven,” she greeted.

“Siber,” I responded. I leveled the point of my blade at her. She smiled.

-

I woke shivering, sweaty, and with a need to vomit. It felt so real, so visceral. When I rose, I expected to see Varesh’s skewered, screaming body being taken away, or the woman with black eyes staring at me, a hint of a grin on her face. Nothing was there. I ran my hand through my hair, shook my head, and lightly slapped myself, trying to force myself to embrace reality. It didn’t work. Time was the only thing that let the feelings fade.

Much as I told myself it was an odd dream, I knew it to be false.

Further sleep was denied to me, so I trained. Doing something with my hands was a way to force time to pass. Stabbing and dervishing against mannequins seems unnecessary, but practice begets mastery. The best in the world have done the simple things so often they became second nature, then they did the basics again.

I’ll be with the Archon’s son starting tomorrow. The thought came to me as my blade sunk deeply into the training dummy. I wondered if the prince remembered me. Surely, he met hundreds, if not thousands, of servants. Was a bodyguard different from a butler? Or were they all peons to grand figures who sat at the precipice of power?

Still, I had saved his life. He’d probably associate it more with Asher, but I hoped my bravery—or bloodlust—had made me stick out. I’d spent so long angling to increase my fame that it was hard to stop. I’d fallen a few rungs on the ladder—seen that the climb itself was worthless and unfulfilling—and yet, I clung to the iron rungs of renown with a terrible fear of letting go. Never mind the fact that the ladder was slick with the blood of so many who had come before.

Besides, there was a joy in killing, and so much more would be allowed to me if I merely took the opportunity the Vanguards presented. A job well done would mean access to more. Cade’s protection had gone well last time, so I was allowed to do it again. Following that logic meant that if I killed the right people, I could kill some more. The assassins that had targeted Cade had merely scratched an itch, not healed it. I had a hunger, and they were merely an appetizer. I craved a fight with an equal, or better yet, someone better than me. The fights against the Reapers had opened my eyes to how much more I had to learn, and finding unique ways to beat them gave me a rush like none other.

My prayers were going to be answered.


Chapter 20 - The Pilgrimage

I stood alone outside the Vanguard building.

An emissary was to take me to the Archon’s keep. An escort for the escort. I laughed at the irony and enjoyed the wait. The morning sunshine danced on my skin while the start of a new batch of sage burned, its embers cascading down like orange snow.

In a way, I felt like a kid again, staring at Eilen’s white walls for the first time. My eyes had been opened and my skills honed, yet there I stood, waiting for someone with more knowledge and more power to take me in and use me. I shifted my feet and kicked at a loose stone. It rolled and tumbled, bouncing and flipping over on itself. The simpleness of that joy was all I needed.

The door to the Vanguard keep opened. I had been hoping against hope that someone would see me off, and while those hopes had waned, they were met. Asher led the way, dressed plainly, while Juck followed, equipped for a mission.

“You remember what I said to you last time you left?” Asher asked.

“Don’t fuck it up?” I snarked.

Asher chuckled a bit at that. Not a full laugh, but something. “I told you to not die. That I needed you to come back. I’m going to give you the same speech now, just with less words.”

He handed me his flask. I had seen it more times than I could count—and had even drank out of it a few times—yet I had never noticed the insignia on it. It was well worn, but still there: the emblem of an owl.

“Come back alive, kid. Any mistake you’ve made, I made a hundred times.”

The speech felt awkward and oddly intimate to receive in front of Juck, but neither of them showed any discomfort. I nodded reverently, a sinner receiving his penance and thankful for it.

“Oh, one last thing. Juck wanted to go with you,” Asher said.

Juck shrugged. It expressed his sentiment perfectly, as all his mannerisms did.

“Will they let him?” I asked.

“‘Will they let him?’” Asher echoed. “Kid, spin it as a positive, which it is. Make them think they owe us one, not the other way around.”

The babble of still-waking citizenry ceased as the pronounced bootfalls echoed among the cobblestones. They were numerous and in rhythm, the kind only produced by a contingent of the Archon’s men. The soldiers approached, each dressed sharply and bearing a sword with a gilded hilt.

“Redlin of the Wolves?” the lead guard asked, his mustache finely groomed.

“Aye.”

“Come with us.”

Most of them turned on their heel, military style, a turn practiced a thousand times for show and utilized zero times in combat. Pretty, but ineffectual. I imagined their blades were the same way, alongside their muscles.

Juck and I joined them.

“Just you,” the mustached man said.

I looked to Asher, who raised an eyebrow in return. He was the one who claimed that we were alike, so I simply did what I thought Asher would do.

“This man is one of the finest blades we have. He comes with us,” I said.

“My job is to protect the Archon’s son, from fine blades and not-so-fine ones alike.”

“If the Archon trusted you to do your job, I wouldn’t be here. I’ve been charged with keeping him safe, and to help facilitate that, I’m bringing him. If you’d like, we can let Cade make the final determination, but I will not argue in the streets with you like a common mercenary.”

He growled something incomprehensible. I looked him over with disgust written across my face. A boiling tension.

One that I broke.

“Come along, Juck, we have the realm’s future to protect.”

Juck and I joined the group of soldiers. The mustached leader followed.

-

Prince Cade, dressed in fine black travelling leathers, sat on the couch where he had nearly bled out and died with all the care of a sated bird riding the winds. He looked almost like a Vanguard, minus the air of restrained violence and deadly capability. Cade’s orange eyes shone with excitement, however, and they intensified when we were presented.

“Redlin of the Wolves, and his traveling companion, Juck,” the mustached man said with a low bow and a swept arm. He had applied to my name, but not Juck’s.

“Yes, yes, thank you, Moulder. Wait outside,” Cade commanded.

Moulder wore the perceived slap to his station with the amount of dignity you’d expect. His face bunched up and his mustache furled. He thought better of any indiscretion, however, and left.

As the door shut, Cade rose and studied us like a scholar discovering a lost treasure. “Do you think there will be any killing?” he asked.

“I hope not,” I lied. “Our job is to keep you safe, and the best way to do that is to not even be in the situation where killing is a possibility.”

“Isn’t it always one? A possibility, that is,” Cade mused.

I chuckled. For some reason, he felt like a kindred soul. “Only for Vanguards.”

“Far be it from me to disagree with the experts, but the shadow of death is one I’ve lived my entire life under. It’s a grim reality that comes with being the Archon’s son. My life is always at risk. That last one was the closest—by far—but do you know how many assassination attempts I’ve survived?”

I responded with an attentive silence, one that encouraged him to keep going.

“That marks the ninth. The first one happened when I was two years old.”

I let out a low whistle. “Fuck. What did they try, poison via breast milk?”

He let out a loud laugh, like it was the first joke he’d ever heard. “Closer than you may think. Razor blade in my oats. I actually have a scar in the inside of my mouth from it. Not a bad guess, all in all, although growing up I was weaned off goat’s milk. Only the finest for the Archon’s son.”

“If only me and my friend here were so lucky,” I said. “We’re from the north; I was weaned off wolf’s milk, and he was weaned off the milk that comes from a bull.”

Juck glared at me.

“Look at that! Two jokes in one conversation.” Cade wore an honest smile. “Moulder and the rest of them don’t make jokes. It’s always ‘Yes, my prince’ and ‘Very amusing, my prince’ and ‘Please, climb down from there, my prince’. Exhausting, really.”

“You can award a man a post, but you can’t grant him a sense of humor.”

“Believe me, I’ve tried. The jesters I hired were so worried about offending me that they forgot to be funny.”

“Comedy always comes from unexpected places.”

“Like Vanguards.”

“Like Vanguards,” I agreed.

“Know any jokes?”

“All my jokes are long-winded. Maybe on the road.”

“Very well.” He rose, intentionally lithely, like someone pretending to be dangerous. “We should depart, the Justicars are waiting.”

“After you, my prince,” I said.

-

Walking through the streets of Fymdell with a Vanguard pin earns you a certain amount of respect. You catch people staring and then pretending they weren’t. It’s like being a shark in a sea of minnows.

Traveling with Prince Cade brought a whole other level of attention.

People gawked unabashedly. Women curtsied, vendors shouted. Everyone wanted a piece of him. He basked in it, waving amicably at his legions of adoring fans while his guards pushed them to the ground. He was a fire in a steel lantern: easy to admire, dangerous to get close to.

Flocks of citizens followed us as we walked to the cathedral. Most of it was the same—women and business owners offering their wares in hopes of imperial partnership—but every once in a while, someone would yell out “We want Kaeso”, and other shouts and jeers. It set my teeth on edge, but I seemed to be the only one.

Cade’s guards formed a semicircle of steel outside the cathedral’s grand doors as Moulder and the prince stepped into the building. The irony of the Archon’s son accidentally barring people from entering a place of worship wasn’t lost on me.

I stood in front of the grand doors, like the rest of his guards, until Cade refused to continue.

“Moulder, stay behind. Redlin, with me,” he said.

“My prince—” Moulder began to protest but Cade silenced him with a raised hand.

If I wasn’t spiteful, I’d have taken the opportunity to insist that Moulder, the prince’s supposedly most trustworthy bodyguard, be the one to go with him. It would have established that I bowed to Moulder’s seniority and couldn’t be pushed over by the prince. Besides, Reign knows I didn’t want to enter, not after my interaction with Samira’s Listener and the incessant hints of a rising war to be fought within the shadows of the Pantheon. A smart, non-spiteful man would have bowed out.

But I am spiteful.

I grinned, bowed ever so slightly—almost sarcastically—and followed. Moulder’s face was the last thing we could see as the double doors shut on him with a satisfying woosh.

The cathedral was comprised of empty pews, stained glass windows, and a reverent silence. It felt unnatural, but empty churches have always made me feel like that. Full ones, too, most of the time. That’s the nature of big churches: they want you to feel small. Each and every person who walks through their hallowed aisles is supposed to feel a mixture of awe and terror, and that mixture is entirely dependent on how irreverent the worshiper is.

“I see they broke out the welcoming committee,” Cade whispered.

“Behold, Reign’s most impressive servant.” I swept my arm, gesturing to the emptiness.

We chuckled and then covered our mouths. Even as we made jokes that bordered on sacrilegious, we still refused to do them in an audible fashion. The church’s impact runs deep.

A deep, gravelly voice came from our right. “Ahem.”

We spun, my hand going to my liuyedao, but it was the Seraph himself. He was dressed in white robes, but they were humble, as if they’d been made by a shaky hand, and the sleeves were stained. Arguably the most important man in Usmal, and there he stood, temperate as a new Median.

“I have a sinking feeling I should assign you boys some sort of penance,” the Seraph said.

“Protecting the Justicars on their pilgrimage sounds like a good start,” I offered.

“Easier said than done, these days.” The Seraph sat down in one of the pews, far away from the altar. It was where the sinners full of shame sat, instead of one of the pews for the sinners full of pride. It was both disquieting and fitting.

“Anything I need to know about?” I asked.

“Threats against Arch Bishop Larkin are common, and recently, have been growing. No attempts on his life, thank Reign, but these are no longer the empty promises of radicals. I fear for him, and I fear for Usmal. They say that tempers flare every time a Seraph is elected, but I’ve been Seraph for so long I can hardly remember. I know that it didn’t seem like this level of … derision … occurred last time.”

“Why don’t you fucking do something about it, then?” I demanded, the words coming out of me before I could hold them.

The Seraph chuckled at my casual profanity in the most holy place in Usmal. “Do what, Redlin? Dabble in the affairs? Put our finger on the scales? We must be better than that.”

“You make it sound theoretical instead of real.” I sighed and tried to add age and patience to my story. “One time, my instructor asked how I would defend myself from a punch to the stomach. I gave him the proper answer: grab the wrist, exert force, and push myself backward to lessen the impact. He punched me in the stomach. I took it full on and he laughed as I tried to get my wind back.”

“Who becomes Seraph is a mite more important than a blow inflicted on a conscript.”

I bowed. “I don’t tell this story to show my own importance, merely to demonstrate this: when men talk about hypotheticals when they should discuss actualities, anguish comes. We sit and posture about what’ll happen when you pass, but we’ll be the ones still here, dealing with it.”

His eyebrows lowered as I spoke, and his voice rose. “The Tome tells us that we can only live righteous lives, and that those who don’t will reap their own rewards. Judgment and pride are two of the greatest sins, and yet, you wield both, here in my chapel.”

“‘My chapel’? Appears that I’m not the only one wielding pride,” I said.

“Enough,” Cade said. There was iron in his voice, the authoritative tone of the kings of old. We both stopped our bickering and looked at him like brothers facing their father’s wrath. “Seraph, we will take our leave shortly. Thank you for entrusting the Justicars to us. We will do what we can to protect them from the accosting of both word and blade.”


Chapter 21 - Beginnings of Brotherhood

“I thought you only got in fights with assassins,” Cade said as the doors closed behind us.

“My duty is to protect the country from danger.”

“Interesting way to go about it.”

“Trying times.”

We milled about the outside of the cathedral. It was a stark difference from the last time Cade had escaped its clutches, although still combative. Wouldn’t be the last time he escaped death on that consecrated ground.

Eventually, the double doors opened and our charges came through.

The Justicars, dressed in thin robes of brown, breathable material, exited the cathedral like a flock of sheep. The Seraph was not with them to see them off. He’d delivered them to the wolves and now left them to fend for themselves. I didn’t know it then, but it was a foreshadowing of his impact on the coming election as well.

The flock separated into two of their own volition. One group, maybe fifteen strong, talked amongst themselves; the other, twenty-five or so, whispered and shot pointed glances to the smaller party.

Self-segregation, rumors, and perceived slights. Looking at that crowd of older men—men who were supposed to be the wisest and most humble among us—I knew that school days never ended. They were no better than the students at Eilen. The inner sanctums of the cathedral were no better than the Hive.

Moulder, to his credit, let out a high whistle that stopped everything. Even the clouds seemed to pay attention to him. He wore their attentiveness uncomfortably, and with a low bow and a gesture, directed them to Cade.

“Justicars,” he started, his voice once again taking on that kingly tone. “It’s our duty to join you on this pilgrimage. To escort and to guard.” He paused and showed just a moment of hesitation—a moment erased by newfound honesty. “‘Duty’ is a word my father wanted me to use. Three times, he told me to use it. Three times I agreed. But as I stand before you, I can no longer use my father’s words. This pilgrimage is not a duty: it is an honor.”

The Justicars left behind their petty dislike for each other as they listened to Cade’s speech. Like flies caught in the spider’s web.

“I have not had many hardships in my life. I have not languished like you all have. I have never wiped floorboards so hard my fingers bled, have not prayed so fervently that my devotion formed tears in the eyes of those who merely watched. You all have lived lives of servitude to become Justicars; to become prince, all I had to do was be born. I can imagine some of you are reluctant to follow me.

“But I have bled.”

They had heard the stories of the bloodied prince who nearly died in Reign’s hallowed building. Now here he stood, magnificent, strong, and using his scar as proof of vitality.

“Here in this cathedral, I was attacked. Stabbed. Some of you have felt the hatred of the citizens as the election stands before us, and I share in that feeling. I am not a Justicar, but I am one who has suffered for this. I ask you not to look at me as a prince, but as a survivor.”

He did not wait for applause or cynicism to take root. Both would have been damaging to his proclamations. He had promised action, and his lonesome march was just that. Cade’s guards followed, and then the Justicars fell in line next. I had to race ahead to speak to the prince.

“Not always wise for you to be taking point,” I said.

“They needed a leader,” he replied. “I led.”

“Careful, my prince—they might try to make you Seraph.”

He barked a laugh. “I lead them with purpose and towards progress. I’d never be selected.”

“Fair point. Didn’t see much love written on their faces when you started. Hard to imagine that months of walking will make their hearts grow fonder.”

“When the young command the old, the elders frequently disdain both the commander and the order. Much easier to follow a peer in the wrong direction than an offender into paradise.”

“Paradise, eh?” I questioned.

Cade responded with a shrug and a good-natured smile.

“Good thing we’ll never become old,” I said in the aftermath.

“Maybe you won’t, but it’s your job to make sure I do,” Cade corrected.

“Already saved you once.”

“Resting on your laurels?”

“Never. The more times I save you, the more you owe me. Now I’m planning on using pride to incite a karmic resolution that ends with you and me facing down a sea of knives.”

He laughed warmly. “Gods, I think I’d take that over another lecture from father. He’s always molding me into the man he wants me to be, instead of letting me be the one I am. I guess all fathers are like that.”

My father left me in the snow for a sack of silver, I wanted to say, but it was too much, too soon. Men are allowed to tell each other their feelings when they’re drunk and the moon is up. Since I was sober and the sun blazed, I merely nodded.

Underneath that feigned agreement, I felt a drop of anger. Rage is too harsh a word, annoyance too little. At the end of the day, Cade had a father who loved him and wanted what was best for him—on top of the wealth, power, and fame. He had everything, and yet, he still found some angle to complain about it.

Such is the nature of those with everything.

“Did I say something to offend you?” Cade asked, as if he were peering into my thoughts.

“Of course not, my prince,” I lied.

“Redlin, we’ll be traveling for some time. You’re one of the few who have been bold enough to actually banter with me, and I’ve entrusted my life to you. It’s important to me that we build a bridge of friendship, instead of walls of strict professionalism.”

“Easy to say when you’re the one in power.”

Cade came to a stop, and his retinue of soldiers, Justicars, and onlookers skidded to an abrupt halt. He took my hand, put it to the hilt of my sword, drew it, and placed it to his neck. A few gasps and stifled movements of steel came from the crowd, but Cade held an outstretched palm to them. I half expected a burst of Aether to come from it, but he wielded something much more dangerous: the emanation of power itself.

I tried to pull my blade away but he held on tight and kept it there. “Do you feel like I’m the one in power?” he asked.

“Let go,” I commanded, feeling the weight of everyone’s eyes fall on me.

“No, Redlin. Do you feel like I’m the one in power? You could strike me down and nothing could be done about it.”

He held the liuyedao so close to his neck that blood was starting to well around the edge. I was terrified to even try to pull it away. Any movement at all, at least from my side, could spell the end of Cade Sinclair, the most suicidal prince the realm had ever seen.

“I yield; I have power in this relationship.”

Cade smiled, took a light, dancer’s step back, and released my grip. While I sheathed my liuyedao, he dabbed his neck with a handkerchief nonchalantly, as if he were cleaning sweat instead of blood.

Moulder, sword half out of its sheath, ran up to the two of us. “My prince, what—”

“For the rest of this trip,” Cade interrupted while pocketing his reddened handkerchief, “I don’t want to hear the words ‘my prince’ again, from either of you. Is that understood?”

“Yes, my—” Moulder caught himself before he could finish.

“Yes, O Archon’s son, on whom the sun shines and the fate of Usmal rests,” I joked, even though my heart pounded in my chest, demanding to escape.

“Better,” he said to both of us. “Moulder, back to your station.”

“But, my— Cade, he just had a sword to your neck,” Moulder protested.

“Back to your station,” he repeated.

Cade sauntered on. Ever the leader.

The pack followed, whispering the whole way. A few passed me. Despite my glibness, I found it hard to move. I had had a sword to a neck and didn’t feel the urge to rend the flesh away, to see the blood flow. It was like coming up for air after being underwater. I felt normal. Human.

Juck gave me a friendly push when he brushed by. We went to the front of the pack, but behind Cade, together. None could pass the prince. He had an aura about him, one that not even the boldest assassin in the world could have challenged. Juck and I weren’t protecting him—he was protecting us, like a torch keeping the darkness away.


Interlude II

“Stories spin that incident quite differently,” Maya interrupted.

“They always do.” Redlin sighed. “What do the people say about it these days?”

“The legend goes that you tried to strike him down and Lord Moulder stopped you.”

Redlin’s face was void of all expression, a man trying to comprehend something impossible to understand. “Lord—” he started, then paused as his thoughts changed direction. “Stopped me? We could have fought a hundred times and he never would have won. Did you say Lord?”

“I thought you were beyond caring what other people thought of you,” Maya said.

“I thought that too.” Redlin crossed his legs, uncrossed them, then leaned forward. “You did say ‘Lord Moulder’, right? I didn’t mishear that?”

“Has a parcel of land to the west, on the river. Spends a lot of time fishing. Had some interesting things to say about you, when I interviewed him.”

“Don’t they all,” Redlin said, more of a statement than a question.

“He also claimed that he beat you in a fight.”

“And I thought I was a questionable narrator,” Redlin mused as he looked over the countryside.

The land had changed since the morning. Mountains had faded in the distance and now looked like canine teeth instead of impossibly high peaks. Forests began to thicken, and signs of life, and trade, grew.

“Where are we?” Redlin asked.

“Close to Wulver’s Vale. We’ll be stopping here and resupplying. Citizens can see the great Redlin bound in chains.”

Redlin stretched out his hands as far as the single pair of handcuffs would allow. They clinked a thin, small sound, like pints of cheap chilled ale clashing against each other.

“I think they’ll be a mite disappointed,” he said.

“Well, about that.” Maya pulled out four pairs of handcuffs. She whistled, and a long length of chain was brought to the wagon by the hooded man who had ridden alongside them since the beginning.

The previous, playfully-annoyed mirth died on Redlin’s face. “You must be joking,” he said. Maya didn’t react, and Redlin sighed and shook his head like a man coming face-to-face with reality. “I suppose appearances are important.”

“Appearances?” Maya asked. “I can’t deny that we have a nice rapport, but you are still a prisoner.”

“A prisoner, maybe, but not to you. I’m chained by something far greater.”

“Let me guess: if I ask, you’ll look out the window, take a pull of the pipe, and then respond with some cryptic nonsense?”

Redlin looked out the window, took a pull of the pipe, and said, “Light a fire for a man and he’s warm for a night; light a man on fire and he’s warm for the rest of his life.”

“Glorious,” Maya commented as she took the pipe out of his mouth, clinched it between her teeth, and held up Redlin’s wrists.

He offered no resistance. His ragged, skinny form was wrapped again and again in chains. The country was lucky he’d been caught when he was; a few more days and he could have starved to death.

Maya inspected her handiwork, nodded, and sat back down.

“We probably should have done this sooner,” she remarked.

“I’d have broken them. I’ll do it for them—for the appearances, but not for you. Nor for the Archon,” Redlin replied.

“Those are made of iron.”

Redlin frowned. The sound of metal breaking came from within the chains. A broken link fell.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “That was from one of the handcuffs. They won’t know about it. But don’t entertain the concept of keeping these on for long.”

“Parlor tricks—”

Another metal ring came loose before broken links rained upon the cabin floor, shattering beneath his boot in clouds of silver dust.

“As fond as I am of deception and ‘parlor tricks’,” Redlin started, “that is not one of them. You had a point about showing the people what they want but ask yourself why more often. Why am I showing them myself bound in chains? Or why am I here in general? And why am I letting you, in particular, behind the curtains, both with my life story and our present situation?”

Maya grated her teeth, matching Redlin’s intense stare with her own. Eventually, she relented, and swept the iron shavings out of the cabin with her boot.

“I don’t know.”

“Good. You’re not supposed to know quite yet. Far wiser to sit, listen, and learn than to try and guess.”

“I’m not sure even you agree with that. It wasn’t long ago that you said it was better to thrash against fate blindly than to merely follow its path.”

Redlin smiled ruefully, like a combatant who had taken an unexpected punch from a foe he’d underestimated. “I have a long list of titles, but hypocrite is the one most thoroughly earned.”

“You’ve spoken quite a lot on this trip. You were bound to slip up once or twice.”

“Placation? I think I preferred the humor.”

“And I liked the solitude, but still, here we are.”

“Very well. The things we do for Usmal, huh?”

“The things we do,” Maya agreed.

-

Word spread quickly.

The shouts of imperial guards were loud even within the wagon. Orders were made and decrees declared to angered citizens. Wulver’s Vale had women, children, and elderly citizens, but a dearth of able-bodied men. Maya knew it before even exiting of the carriage: most of the men had died in the war.

The few men that had survived had scars and clenched fists. Men who have been at war know that peace is far more glorious, and yet, anger coursed through them. The ghosts of their friends demanded vengeance, the impassioned decrees of their priests demanded righteousness.

A tense situation, ready for breaking far more than it was for mending. One guard yelled a bit too loud at a young boy. Townsfolk grumbled and bristled, ready to defend the child, but the guard continued his tirade and stepped close. It was hard to say who struck first, but violence was a plague, and it spread. Fists came out. A sword.

Maya marched into the center of the square, the most striking place for a speech. Words rarely prevent blood, but they must be said all the same.

And then Redlin stepped out.

All turned to him, town and imperial agents alike. There was no hate there—not at first—just sheer, simple disbelief. A few rubbed their eyes, trying to make sure it wasn’t a dream, but there he was, bound in legions and legions of chain, shambling on despite its weight.

“Murderer!” someone from the crowd shouted out.

“Assassin!” another voice agreed.

Soon, the imperial agents resumed clashing with the townsfolk. The wall of steel-clad guards was the shore, the crowd of Wulver’s Vale the sea. They pushed against each other, spat in each other's eyes.

The man in chains took the verbal assault. Despite the protection of the imperials, a few stones were launched in his direction. He took those too. One hit him right below the eye. Blood welled and poured down his cheek like he was crying a crimson song, but he did not buckle.

Redlin faced the crowd for a few more moments, breathing in the vitriol with a stoic frown. As the chants and demands for his head began to find structure, he took a half step forward, a lunge of sudden movement.

The crowd gasped and backed up.

Redlin toppled over, face-first, but he laughed at their reaction all the same.

Two guardsmen broke rank and picked him up. Redlin spat at him. Mutually agreed, they dropped him, and then kicked at his chains. The Prisoner’s laughter stopped, and the crowd’s anger turned to cheers.

The guards took him away, and while the rest of the imperial agents stayed to resupply, the carriage was taken to the outskirts of town, for both the Prisoner and the town’s safety.

-

When Maya returned to the carriage, Redlin sat unchained. He was surrounded by broken links and metal shavings. Mountains of metal. The only iron that remained on him were the original pair of handcuffs, the middle link broken.

“Gotta keep up appearances,” he said, rattling the links and wearing a sly smile. The wound below his eye had closed up.

Maya stood transfixed. “What are you playing at?” she asked, her voice barely over a whisper.

“Apologies.” Redlin’s head fell and his black hair covered his face. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“Then tell me the endgame. Where does this lead, Reaper?”

The word had a profound effect on the man. Even through the veil of tarnished black locks, she saw a glimmer of hurt.

“Righting some wrongs. That’s what I’m here for, and I always was.”

“I’m the one who’s writing the wrongs,” Maya quipped as she flourished her quill. Despite it all, seeing him in pain caused a reaction in her, one that she wanted to fix.

“In a moment, perhaps,” he said, a stirring of humor entering his voice once again. “Forgive my melancholy. The world weighs heavily on me at times. What did the people say?”

“You overcome your depression, and then you seek more?”

“Always.”

Maya chuckled, shook her head, and sat down. “They wanted you executed then and there, no surprise. Some men said that you killed their friends and left them alive, back when you wore grey and stalked the armies. I recognized one: a boy—a man now—by the name of Layne.”

Redlin took in the name with no recollection. “Is that name supposed to mean anything to me?”

“He was one of my first interrogations, back when the war was raging. You took his hand, you took his friends,” Maya summarized.

“Doesn’t ring a bell.”

“Odd,” she said. “A man with a perfect memory, down to conversational tics and dialogues, and you can’t remember him.”

“I killed a lot of people, Maya. Every one of them had a life. Friends, dreams … a story. I cut them short, and while I may be one of the most important figures in their lives, they ended up being one of the voices in a cacophony of misery.”

“You Reaped his friend and killed the other two.”

“They mattered as much as the others.”

“Everyone’s the hero of their own story,” she quoted as if it were from an ancient classic.

“One of the truths of life,” Redlin agreed. “What else did you learn from interviewing your subjects?”

“You always Reaped one, left one alive, and then killed any others. Didn’t matter if it was a group of two or twenty,” Maya said.

Redlin nodded. “They started only sending people in groups of two, after a while. Worked better for me, and for them.”

“Why was that your system?”

“We’re getting ahead of ourselves.” Redlin sat back and held out his manacled hands. Maya lit a pipe and handed it to him. A small buzz filled the cabin.

“Last I left off, Cade, Juck, and I were leading the Justicars on their pilgrimage.”


Chapter 22 - The West Gate

“Sun rises in the east. What does it say about us that we leave out the west?” Cade mused.

“Depends on your reputation. Your supporters will say that you’re an innovator.”

“And my detractors?”

“This is high society. I don’t think I can echo what your detractors would say.”

“Because it contains swearing or because it’s untrue?”

“Well, I’m not afraid to fucking swear, if that tells you anything.”

Cade barked out a laugh. “My nanny told me that you can trust a man who swears in front of royalty. Means they’re honest and unafraid. Both of those are traits assassins don’t typically have.”

“She needs to spend more time around shadowed killers, then. And word of advice, O leader of men, don’t tell the men that you had a nanny. Reduces the amount of respect you earn.”

“Ah, I was unaware you had built an army through charisma and guile. How did you do it?”

I frowned.

Cade laughed. “O disdained by many, don’t take my jibes too seriously. Banter suits you; defeat does not.”

“Wise words, O raised by nannies.”

“Just the one,” he corrected. “And don’t discount her. She was quicker with a wooden spoon than any soldier with a blade.”

I stopped suddenly and shook my feet. “Do you hear that? That’s me, shaking in my boots.”

“If she hears you talk that way, she’ll challenge you to a duel. When she wins, I suppose she’ll have to be nanny and bodyguard both.”

“Then the country is doomed. I heard she was the one who put a razor blade in the prince’s oats.”

“It was my punishment for an event long ago. While I was in her charge, I snuck into the kitchens and dyed my hair.”

“Only one of us is suited for black, and it’s not you.”

“It was red. I said it was the blood of my enemies. She gave me a grand speech about how I have no enemies and then smacked me for thinking so. When I told her she was my enemy she smacked me again and said to use more wisdom in my selections.”

“We should have brought her with us. The Justicars could use that lesson.”

The groups of holy men had spread out now that we were no longer on city streets. Kindness, warmth, acceptance—all the core attributes valued by the Tome—were brushed aside out in the wilderness. They thought that Reign did not see them out here. Their deity’s range only existed within city limits, based on the way they acted. The two groups were like flocks of deer separated by an invisible line.

Behind the Justicars were the imperial soldiers. Even from a distance, I saw the sheen of sweat forming on them. Steel was a bold call for a pilgrimage, but they’ve always preferred armor to speed, skill, and sense. Besides, they sought to impress their prince, and everyone knows that aesthetic is far more impressive than functionality.

The one similarity between the three groups was that they seemed to look at me with disdain. The Vanguards were the group that was supposed to be neutral, to not pick a side. That indecision only brought the ire of everyone: in a vitriolic environment, everyone is either friend or foe. Listening is agreeing; nuance is isolation.

Fuck ’em. It’s better to stand alone than to walk in lock-step towards radicalism.

Still, I wanted to show them that their way was wrong, that conversations were key to agreements and compromises. After all, we were there to seek wisdom and discuss who the next Seraph would be. I thought they’d agree and put aside their differences for their holy duty.

What a fool I was.

Smiling, I approached who I guessed was the ring leader of the larger group of Justicars. Underlings milled about him like wolves bringing meat to a pregnant bitch, or like school children groveling before the biggest bully. The second metaphor is more accurate. I’ve been around wolves my entire life, and this man had none of their majesty or ferocity. Unfortunately for me, he did have all their cunning.

“I’m Redlin of the Wolves.” I offered my forearm to shake.

He looked at it, then looked at me, as if I had offered him rotten, weeks-old fruit.

“This is the part where you offer your hand and your name,” I said. When you find yourself in the wolves’ den, it’s best to show no fear. They’ll hunt anything that runs. Just ask Gare.

“I wouldn’t deign to shake the hand of one of the Archon’s mutts. You Vanguards used to stand for something. Now?” He made a single clucking noise, like a chastising grandmother, and shook his head. “It’s all shadows and knives.”

To my credit, I resisted the urge to tell him that taunting an alleged master of death and assassination would be defined as bold when traveling alongside him. Additionally, it seemed unintelligent to imply the Archon was some sort of miscreant. But threats hadn’t worked against Kaeso, and I couldn’t see them working here, either. Escalate or retreat were the two options presented to me, neither of which lead to victory.

Instead, I played his game.

“Apologies, Justicar, I thought I was speaking to someone versed in wisdom and forgiveness, not judgment.” I let my hand fall to my side.

“Wisdom tells me to avoid those who practice death and hide behind the Tome after.”

“Why? Because it’s duplicitious? That’s why I came up to you to begin with—a hypocrite recognizes a fellow hypocrite. I’m a sinner, through and through, so I thought I’d introduce myself to a counterpart.”

While I wish that he had sputtered out some nonsense, he remained calm. He didn’t grow red or falter in his words; he remained as cool as the breeze. “You and I could not be further apart from each other. I hope you swing your sword better than you hurl insults, seeing how none of yours have struck.”

“And there’s the display of pride. Maybe you’re right, we do seem far apart. I’m a self-aware sinner, you’re a blind one.”

He didn’t respond to that. I offered a small bow and a sarcastic wave to his group. None of them were willing to look me in the eye.

I returned back to Cade and Juck, who were still leading the group.

“That could have gone better,” I admitted.

“So you met old Erik, huh? Surprised rays of light didn’t come down and smite you,” Cade said.

“Me too. I even quoted the Tome, and there is nothing I worship less than the gods. If that didn’t bring Reign down, I don’t know what will.”

“Haven’t you met Samira?”

“There’s a large difference between meeting a god and worshiping one.”

“So, not an atheist then?”

“The gods exist, that’s plain as day. Are they worthy of worship? That’s another question.”

Cade took in my answer, the sunlight lighting his orange eyes till they shone like a butterfly’s wings. “Bold words from Samira’s Herald.”

My breath caught. “How do you know about that?”

“Would you believe me if I told you that it was a lucky guess?”

“Cade,” I warned, nearly a growl forming in my voice.

“Sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything.” Cade turned away from the sun to look at me. “Your secret is safe. People know, but not many, and they won’t divulge that information.”

“How do you know?” I demanded again.

He sighed deeply. “I’ll tell you one day, Redlin, but not now.”

“Answer my question.”

“No. Kill me, if you need to.”

It was a well-struck defense. One that referenced the other part of my nature but in a more subtle way. One I did not know how to respond to.

I left before I had a chance to give him more information.

Self-isolation is one of my vices. Whether it’s driven by anger, sadness, hurt, or just a general need for the world to be silenced, I’ve always found myself walking in solitude. Frequently I would blame others for it, claiming that they drove me to it, but as I get older, I realize the folly in it. I was the one who retreated, the one who put myself in exile. I swatted hands away when they tried to reach out, then sentenced myself to loneliness. A life like that is easily forgotten, easily forsaken.

Juck wouldn’t let me. Ever the soldier. Ever the hero.

He broke rank—leaving the prince to lead alone—in order to walk by me. A kind gesture, one that meant more than it appeared.

And, against my initial seeking of solitude, I found myself immensely grateful.

-

Night descended upon us gradually, but we didn’t stop until Cade stopped. He marched on, always facing west, chasing a fading sun, consoling and challenging his followers’ complaints and calls for rest.

When he finally did call for a stop, the Justicars and the soldiers nearly fell over. Juck and I shared smiles at their helplessness. Their bluster had been stripped away, revealing it had always been a hollow armor made of easy living and harsh judging.

There were no tents to set up. “Part of the journey,” I’d been told later on. Personally, I found it a bit obscene: we’d evolved to find ways to not sleep on the ground. But, if the older Justicars could do it, I could too.

We were, however, blessed enough to be allowed fires. I guess flame falls under Tidur’s dominion, so they had no disagreements. Anywhere from three to six people sat at a fire, still segregated by their self-ordained factions. I sat with Juck and Cade.

“What about food?” I asked.

“‘Reign will provide,’” Cade quoted. “Now, as to the specifics of what that means, I have no fucking idea.”

“I presume we’re allowed to hunt?”

“Reign will provide,” he repeated with a shrug.

We sat for a little while in silence, watching the fire dance and the wood crackle.

“Why are the Justicars split into two groups?” I inquired, mostly to fill the void than genuine curiosity.

Cade sighed heavily, one full of annoyance. “Because they’re children.”

“That’s a pack of dangerous, disrespectful children, then.”

“Probably about on par with the kids I grew up with. Power and luxury does have a certain effect on the youth. You’d think it would temper them. Make them amenable to grace and add an appreciation of life to them. But it doesn’t. When prestige is all you know, you think it’s a part of life instead of an unearned boon.”

“Said the Archon’s son,” I quipped.

He snorted. “I may gripe about my father, but he knew that children need respect and discipline. It’d be a lie to say that I grew up needy and begging, but still, he tempered me. My cohorts were given items, I had to earn them; they had tutors and nannies whose livelihood depended on gaining their charge’s affability, I had tutors who kept their job if I demonstrated learning. In short, he raised me, while the others were only ‘taken care of’.”

“Sounds like a good dad,” I said, barely over a whisper. I hoped he couldn’t hear my hurt.

“The best,” he agreed.

My dad left me, and me alone, at a military academy in a land of snow and death so he could enjoy life with my mother and my siblings.

I wanted to say the words, but even more, I wanted to keep them hidden. As if obscuring the past erased it entirely. The sentiments were a storm of negativity trapped in my throat, unable to come out. In the moment, I hated myself in equal measures for wanting to say them and being unable to.

“How was growing up in Eilen?” Cade asked.

“Fine,” I lied.

“Mysterious enough to be enticing, boring enough to prevent probing. An excellent answer from a bodyguard.”

“Thank you, O great interpreter of language.”

“I won’t pry.” Cade lay down and turned away. “But if you do ever want to truly discuss things, it’s a long journey.”

Juck and I sat in silence for a while, underneath a blanket of stars and surrounded by a sea of holy men on a pilgrimage. We were there to guard those on a sacred journey, but we didn’t know just how soul-baring it would be for all of us.


Chapter 23 - A Journey of a Thousand Miles

When I imagined a pilgrimage, I imagined mediation. Soul-searching. Stillness, interrupted by epiphanies that strike with the suddenness and ferocity of lightning.

What pilgrimages really are is a lot of feet-numbing, brain-stagnating walking. Endless, endless walking.

It was only the second day and we traveled the country with some of the most studied—and most powerful—people in Usmal, and yet, I was unendingly, relentlessly bored.

Cade still led, his hair swept by the wind and his cloak billowing softly. He looked like a messiah, leading a flock of devotees to salvation.

The pack he was supposed to lead to salvation didn’t look like they deserved it.

Justicars were still split in groups of two, and they still had the energy to hate each other while also having the added resentment of a long night’s sleep on cold ground. Soldiers, still dressed in armor and starting to realize that this journey wasn’t actually a glorious march, grumbled amongst themselves about the prince, the Justicars, and the Vanguards. All out of earshot, of course.

Juck, Cade, and I were the only ones who didn’t complain. I had expected different from the prince. A coddled boy, forced to use his own feet instead of being carried and doted on. Honestly, I thought that he would have broken down and cried by now. Instead, his stoicism surprised me, his leadership inspired me.

“You should talk to them,” Cade said after a lull in our amicable conversation.

“Erik and Moulder both seem to bear a certain detestment of me.”

“Talk to them anyway, as well as Dunmyer. We’re doing this to get closer to Reign and his wisdom, aren’t we? Sometimes we have to be the first one to offer kindness.”

“When they spit at me again, I’ll be taking it out on you.”

“And since this is a pilgrimage for Reign and the Seraph, I’ll forgive you.”

“You say that as the one sending another to the snakes’ den.”

“Reign also taught me to count my blessings,” he said. “Now go, before we devolve to petty infighting ourselves.”

Making a face and grumbling, I relented to his suggestion. The walk into the crowd felt tantamount to a suicide charge, their stares like rows of spears.

“Erik!” I said jovially, a big smile and arms wide open.

“Away with you, cur. I have no patience for your churlishness today,” he responded, balancing my satirical optimism with his assertive negativity.

Much as I disdained the man, I didn’t seek to fight. One low, sarcastic bow and I left him and his pack of Justicars to their walking. They whispered as I passed them, and I caught words like “bastard”, “killer”, “sinner”, and “stained”. In their defense, all of those apply.

“Moulder,” I greeted the mustached man. His beard was coming in now, but the growing whiskers just emphasized that burly mustache.

“Redlin.” He returned the greeting in the tone that only soldiers can.

“How goes the march?”

“Soldiers are having a tough go of it. We walk. We complain of our tired legs. We lie down. We complain of the hard ground. We wake up. We complain of our tiredness. We walk.”

“But not you, I assume?”

“My legs hurt like fu—” Moulder stopped himself and scratched at the hairs on his cheek. “How fares the prince?”

“Better than I expected. I think he’s the least fatigued out of all of us.”

“You were wrong to have judged him,” he commented.

“I didn’t hold much faith in royal blood or gifts by birthright,” I said, mostly joking.

“Your birth gives you some things. Height, hair color, etcetera. What my prince has is grit. Determination. No one is born with that. It cannot be bought or gifted. Endurance is earned when no one is watching; resolve is earned in the dark.”

I took in his statement, mildly moved by his words. Later in life, I’d learn that Moulder was born with nothing. He was a street urchin who had joined the watch in order to feed his siblings. They died. He carried on, despite it all, and clawed something out of life.

When he said that he respected someone’s determination, he meant it.

“I’m sorry we got off badly.” I offered my forearm.

He shook it. “We protect the prince.”

“We protect the prince,” I agreed.

The only faction I had yet to talk to was the smaller group of Justicars. They were dressed the same as the larger group. They were of similar ages, used similar mannerisms. The only thing that clearly distinguished the smaller group was their leader. He wore an air of dignity. A pedigree of wisdom.

So, even though I lacked his geniality, I went up to the one who appeared the leader. He was tall, and despite his years, his posture was upright and unbent by the ravages of time.

“Dunmyer?”

“Not me.” He pointed behind him to a man whose shoulders looked bowed from hundreds of years of carrying boulders. Besides his frame, nothing else was remarkable about him, except that he looked very old.

“Dunmyer?” I asked.

“That’s me. Unless you’re looking for money.” He smiled, and despite his yellowed teeth, I found myself reciprocating.

“I’m Redlin—”

“Redlin of the Wolves. Yes, I know who you are, young man. You’ve made quite the name for yourself.”

“Well, I didn’t make it. Both ‘Redlin’ and ‘of the Wolves’ were given to me,” I said.

“I had heard about your wit. I hope your combat isn’t as incorrectly touted as your tongue.”

He was joking. There was a certain teasing in his voice. Levity. It was like he was a showman letting me see what was behind the curtains, or a fighter inviting another combatant to spar with him.

I’ve never been one to run from a duel.

“I can protect you from knives and Aether, but old age? Not even I can stop time’s trickle.” I shook my head as if I were delivering bad news.

“Death comes for us all,” he surmised. “But let’s try to stave it off for a few more days anyway.”

“I’ll do what I can, for both our sakes. If you die, I’m sure that Erik will find a way to blame me regardless.”

He snorted. It was with contempt, not humor. I wanted to know more. Wanting to share a dislike of a person may be petty, small, and childish, but it was a temptation I could not resist. If he disliked Erik as much as I did, then I could form a fast friend.

“What do you think of him?” I asked, carefully probing. Gossip, at the start, is a courtly process, one with finely measured steps and an air of gravitas. An overstep is considered uncouth, despite the clear intentions behind the inquiry.

“He’s …” Dunmyer looked to the clouds, as if the answer were written in the heavens. “… prickly,” he finally volunteered.

“Obtuse?” I prodded.

“Some may say that.”

“Vindictive?”

“It has been said.”

“An asshole?”

His eyebrows scrunched exaggeratedly, and, with faux confusion, he said, “He has arms and legs and a face. I don’t think he could be solely that.”

I laughed, which broke Dunmyer and let his flummoxed look turn into bemusement. People turned to stare at us: when you’re surrounded by misery, they envy and disdain genuine joy. We didn’t care.

Dunmyer was wise like that. He sought joy when he could and he led with a gentle touch. He knew hundreds of jokes and told them with an easy candor. Conversely, he’d been around many powerful, influential figures. A life in the church had him meeting people since he was a boy, and it had them coming to him for advice when he was a man. Still, it never got to him. He remained humble.

Of all the people in the world I’ve met, I wish he was here with me now more than anyone else. I know what I must do, but some days, I hardly have the strength to carry it out. Dunmyer set my soul at ease and always listened with compassion, even when we disagreed.

Alas, he’s dead, and I must walk alone.

-

I took to spending my mornings with Dunmyer. Most times he would start good-hearted debates that challenged me from a philosophical standpoint, others he would tell stories from his childhood. He had always wanted to be Seraph, and he had failed in his quest. There was wisdom in that failure. Everyone wants to be important. The greatest. Any child who picks up a paintbrush imagines themselves as Gilver, any boy who picks up a sword imagines themselves as Vanguard. Dunmyer had done that, but he was not bitter about it. He took joy in his position—in his stewardship to guide others to roles above him.

“You’re going to hurt your legs, walking like that,” he said one morning as I was ruminating.

“One foot in front of the other?”

“Ha, improperly dressed.” He pointed to the wrappings he had around his shins. They were thick, nearly bundles of blankets, and most of the older ones wore something similar to it.

“I thought that was an old man thing,” I said.

“It is, but there’s wisdom in doing things that the old do.”

“Like taking forever to piss?”

“Shows an appreciation for the finer things in life. You cannot rush greatness.” He nodded sagely at his own joke.

“And the wrappings?”

“They keep your legs from being sore—or at least diminish the toll the pilgrimage takes. You should try it.”

“Fresh out of cloth.”

Dunmyer stopped, removed his wrappings, and fastened them around my legs. I felt vulnerable while he did it, like a son being forced to stop while his mother fastens his garments. I said nothing as he went about the task, nor did I resist. When he was finished, he stood and told me to bring them back the next day and tell me if he was right.

There is wisdom in what old men do.

-

It took a few weeks of traveling to arrive at the First Stone.

It was an unimpressive thing. Drab and light grey, it had a small construct built over it to protect it from the elements. I didn’t know why. Time had weathered the stone to a diminished, sad thing, and it was physically impossible for this to truly be the first stone. But the Justicars kneeled in front of it and muttered all the same.

“Not very impressive, is it?” I said to Cade.

“Careful, that’s a divine relic you talk about.”

“It certainly emphasizes the humility the Tome preaches.”

“Get closer to it and see if you feel the same.”

I smiled and went inside the construct. It was low enough that I nearly had to bow my head and make my way forward while crouched. I thought the Justicars had gone to their knees to pray, but now that I was inside, it was possible that they were feeling the claustrophobia.

Right fit or no, I made my way unbidden. The closer I walked, the more power I felt from the stone. It was like it had an aura of quiet confidence, of savage stoicism and immutable stillness. While I wanted to prove Cade, and the Justicars, as foolishly and unnecessarily reverent, something stirred in my soul. It scared me.

“I’ll stand guard while you all do your prayers,” I said as an excuse. Cade nodded. There was no teasing in him. He knew what I had felt.

Juck stood watch with me.

Sounds of moaning came from the construct, but we didn’t laugh at them immaturely. They sounded like the dying moans of the profoundly sick. Once, I put hand to sword and thought about investigating, but Juck shook his head. Whatever they were involved in, we wanted no part of. An interruption would have been a black mark, not on us, but on the Vanguards as a whole. There was nothing to do but wait for them to finish their mysteries.

“Eran would hate this,” I said with a small chuckle.

Juck snorted air out of his nose.

“And I guess we would hate having Eran here.” It was a probe to see how Juck felt about him. Eran was a fierce fighter, a fiercer friend, and the fiercest enemy. Juck often sparred, laughed, and fought with him, it was important to know where the man’s loyalty lay, in case anything happened.

He shrugged, then did a small nod. Casual indifference, agreement to get the other person to stop talking. That was Juck. Ever the soldier. Ever the hero.

Cade was the first one out of the First Stone.

He had a haunted expression, his eyes locked forward but not seeing anything at all.

“How was it?” I asked.

He shuddered like he was shaking off a chill. “You wouldn’t have liked it.”

That was all he said that night.


Chapter 24 - The First Hearth

For your sake, I’ll speed up the journey here a tad. After seeing Odis’ monument, we spent many days and nights journeying southeast, sleeping beneath the stars. Hawks came and went with messages, the sun rose and set. Routine set in.

I grew closer with Cade, Juck, and Dunmyer. No deep personal revelations came out, just swapped stories and some lessons on Reign and the Pantheon with Dunmyer. I’ve never considered myself religious, and seeing as Reign was mostly an absent figure in my life, I’d seen no reason to study the Tome with passion in my days of Eilen. I knew it well enough, read it front to back several times, and could quote a few passages in a pinch, but I never truly believed in it. Odd, given that I’d met a god, but it’s the truth. Dunmyer worked with me where I was, not where I “should” be. While I wasn’t ready to step boldly through the door to Reign’s light, his conversations encouraged me to leave it cracked open.

Moulder and I kept our distance from each other. Even though we’d established a mutual respect, we could never click well enough to make conversations last more than a few sentences. We both tried, but the conversation was dead upon arrival.

And, of course, Erik and I bickered.

We couldn’t help ourselves. The two of us were like school-age lovers, although instead of incessant hand-holding and cuddling, we insulted and needled. He’d find me at breakfast to tell me I was an abomination; I’d find him at dinner to tell him he was Reign’s least favorite servant. It amused the others, then annoyed them, then they became numb to it.

“You really ought to stop engaging with him,” Cade said after a particularly brutal incident where he had called me a bastard killer doomed to the Black and I called him a man who had never been able to achieve his dreams.

“Why? I think I came out ahead in that exchange,” I replied mildly.

“I scored it about equal,” Cade remarked. “But still, you’re winning battles of inane arguments while losing the war of forgiveness.”

From the front of the pack, I shot a look back at Erik. He was excitedly talking to one of his fellow Justicars, arms flailing and spittle flying from his mouth. Erik saw me looking and I smiled before facing back to the horizon, the sun setting to our right as we traveled south.

“And how does one fight a war of forgiveness? Seems contradictory.”

“You wage it against yourself.”

“Cade,” I said seriously, bringing his attention to me. “In all the world, you’ll not find someone who battles himself more than I do. My enemies hurl insults, yet they do not reach nearly the level of resentment I hold against myself.”

Juck, bright blue eyes and all, took me in like I was a magnificent—or horrific—painting. With a small smile, Cade faced forward and resumed the march.

“And yet, with all that self loathing, you are unforgiven.”

“And yet, I am unforgiven,” I repeated.

“Redlin, forgiveness isn’t some grand absolution that comes after divine proclamations. It’s not a sword that becomes sheathed and naked rapidly. It’s not sunshine that disappears at night and reappears during the day.

“Forgiveness is something earned day by day. All make mistakes. All fall. Some rise. If you want forgiveness, walk towards it. Take a path that leads to deliverance. One step may not be enough. A thousand may not be enough. That doesn’t mean you should give up on its path. Wear a black cloak and walk through shadow if you’d like, but the road to mercy is always available.”

“What if I’m unworthy?”

It was a sentence I could barely utter. Cade delivered his speech easily, as if he were giving instructions on the simplest task in the world, and all I could do was whisper.

Dunmyer stood next to me. “The only unforgivable sin is to not try. We are all unworthy, and yet, we try.”

I nodded, and fell into step with Cade.

-

That night, we ended up at Faye.

Tidur’s Eternal Shrine. The First Hearth. Birthplace of Fire.

The Tome says it’s where Tidur—and flame itself—was born. Reign made him in the shape of a fox and gifted him with cleverness and fire. Together, they lit the First Hearth, and it has burned ever since.

It’s ridiculous, of course, but it’s a pretty story.

A small white tower, utterly ancient but still standing, housed the flame. I considered asking how the first stone and the first flame came about at the same time, but the last time I got close to blaspheming at these holy sites, it had been suggested that I stand guard. Curiosity had risen in the weeks after Cade and the Justicar’s first venture. I bit back my question and went inside.

We climbed the stairs, the spiral only wide enough to allow two abreast. For once, Cade did not lead. He ushered all to go in first, and when we were the only two left, we climbed those archaic stairs together.

At the top of the tower was a walled room, wider than its base, with slits near the ceiling. The openings bled an orange glow, allowing the flame’s luminescence to be seen from the outside while protecting it from wind and rain. Why a god needed protection from the affronts of daily life, I did not know, although I did question.

The hearth itself was a smaller thing than I had expected. A basin, lined with wood and a light yellow powder, housed the flame. It danced slowly while we watched.

I was expecting one of the Justicars to give a speech, but none did. Some bowed their heads, some murmured prayers. Most simply sat, arms crossed, minds empty. Instead of the hallowed moaning, they were quiet. I wondered if it had been a trick last time.

As I wondered, one of the Justicars got up and left. Then a pair. Then a plurality.

-

We were not allowed to light fires that night.

Instead, we camped outside the tower with Reign’s First Fire as our light and our warmth. It was a dark, cold night. I did not feel Reign’s love like the rest of them did; instead, I only felt his absence. Little did I know how much more in tune with the world, and Limbo, I was than the holy congregation I traveled with. There’s a certain wisdom to be gleaned from that discrepancy. Instead of following men for their titles, we should be following them for their understanding of the world. I’d much rather trust a native to guide me through a local forest than a general adorned in medals.

Regardless of the cold night, we all survived it and rose with the sun. Even Erik, and the rest of his group who were eager to complain, were ready to get moving. Nothing warms up the body faster than movement.

Once we settled into the routine of marching—heading northeast to Samira’s shrine—Cade leaned in to whisper.

“I know we’re not supposed to talk about it,” he started, the yellow rays of post-dawn shining upon him, “but what did you hear whispered in the flame?”

I looked at him confused. “I didn’t hear anything at all.”

“Hmm. Odd. What did you do to piss off the gods?” he asked.

I laughed, trying to hide the panic. I had two already angry at me. Despite my abundance of pride, even I didn’t relish the idea of fighting the whole Pantheon.

“One time I burned my thumb and swore Tidur’s name,” I said.

“Truly, you are the greatest sinner this land has ever seen.”

“The fox seems to think so,” I agreed. “Why? What did the fire say to you?”

He looked around to make sure we weren’t being listened to. “Normally, during a pilgrimage, the gods will say something vague. ‘Wisdom’, ‘steadiness’, ‘valor’. Something that points to a candidate, but doesn’t outright say it. Not this time. Tidur wanted Kaeso.”

I chuckled. Cade didn’t. He stood there, wide-eyed, seriousness written on him.

“Tidur himself told you that?” I probed.

“It’s what the fire whispered,” he said. “Maybe I misheard it. But Erik’s group, they support Kaeso. They seem in a good mood. Dunmyer and his ilk? They don’t officially support Larkin, but it’s clear as day that’s who they prefer. They heard it too. Look at them.”

While Dunmyer looked unfazed, the rest of them looked like scolded schoolchildren. Kicking rocks, thumb twiddling, and dejection written across their faces.

“Don’t worry about it,” Cade said, mistaking my grimace as resentment of not hearing Tidur. “The gods don’t speak to all of us.”

Tidur’s silence was the loudest message he could ever give me.


Chapter 25 - A Stalker

It was my night on watch when he made his first appearance.

He studied us for a moment, clad in black and malice radiating off him. As I began to take in more of him, he disappeared into the inky blackness. My mind wanted to say that he was merely a traveler, or a bandit at worst. My soul knew different. We were going to have a confrontation one day.

I didn’t take off after him. I should have, but I didn’t. When there is a cancer, cut it out. It’s a wise mantra—in small and large endeavors—one that I wish I had followed that night. Instead, I forced myself to assuage my worries with sweet lies.

He was nobody. He was a lowly bandit. He wouldn’t be a problem.

I told Juck. I told Moulder. With them, I was a fellow soldier. I did not tell them of the superstitious feeling that our nighttime visitor had given me. The way my hair stood on edge even remembering him. We’d had enough mysticism from our charges, and men love practicality.

And now, as a result of that incaution, they call me the Justicar’s Revenge.

-

I checked in with the rest of the group to see if they had noticed anything. Gentle probes, no need to scare them. Cade hadn’t seen anything and seemed disinterested; Erik refused to even let me ask the question; Moulder hadn’t seen anything but was alarmed at the question itself.

When I finally arrived at Dunmyer, he said that he hadn’t seen anything either, but he had sensed my anxiety, and in an attempt to assuage my worries, he elected to tell a story.

“When I was a child, I lived in Fymdell, near the cathedral. Every few years, a high, deafening sound would come from the cathedral. I asked my mother what it was, but she did not know. I asked my father, but he did not know. Despite my young age, I gathered up my courage, went to the cathedral, and knocked on the grand doors. A Justicar answered.

“I questioned him, ‘what is that high, deafening sound?’ He frowned, patted me on the head, and said, ‘You are not a Justicar. I cannot tell you.’

“Time went on, and I got older. From a shy, young boy, I turned into an adolescent, full of enthusiasm and a surety that my wisdom would never be matched. That high, deafening sound came again from the cathedral. I asked my teacher what it was, but she did not know. I interviewed my classmates, but they did not know. Once again, I went to the cathedral and knocked on those grand doors. A Justicar answered.

“I sneered, youthful entitlement bristling, and demanded, ‘What is that high, deafening sound?’ The Justicar crossed his arms. ‘You are not a Justicar. I cannot tell you.’

“Time passed, as it does, and I grew even older. From adolescence, I grew into a young man. I knew that I did not know all things, and I was all the wiser for it. I contemplated the many things I did not know, and the high, deafening sound came again from the cathedral. I considered it the root of my knowledge-seeking, the first mystery. I went back to the cathedral and knocked on those grand doors. A Justicar answered.

“I looked at him and bore my soul, ‘Justicar, I have spent my whole life wanting to know what that ringing is. Could you please enlighten me?’ The Justicar stood still as a statue and said, ‘You are not a Justicar. I cannot tell you.’

“Before he could close the door, I stopped him. I got on my hands and knees and begged. ‘If you cannot tell me because I am not a Justicar, what must I do to become one?’

“With that same reserved, stoic voice, the Justicar said, ‘You must count every blade of grass in Usmal.’”

The Justicar stretched, rubbing at his weary muscles. A journey like this was hard even on me, and Dunmyer was old. Still, he continued his story.

“So I did. It took me many years, and by the time I counted all of them, I was no longer a young man, but a middle-aged one. I told him that there were twelve billion, four hundred million, three hundred and fifty-eight thousand, seven hundred and fourteen blades of grass. He nodded and allowed me in.

“Now I was a Justicar, and while inside the cathedral, I heard the high, deafening sound, even louder this time. It came from the basement. I asked my mentor if I could see just what was causing that sound, and he silently led the way.

“He took me to the basement and pulled out three large keys. ‘To earn these keys,’ he said—”

“God fucking damn, how long is this story?” I interrupted.

“Very well, I will skip that part,” Dunmyer said, mildly befuddled that I wasn’t enraptured with his storytelling. “I received the three keys, took them to the grand white door in the basement, and opened it. Inside was what was making that high, deafening sound.”

“And? What was it?” I asked impatiently.

“Oh, well I’d tell you, but you are not a Justicar. I cannot tell you.”

-

I will skip the verbal tirade with which I laid into Dunmyer. It was full of threats, malice, and hate, be assured, but to fully capture that speech would take more paper and time than we have available.

After expelling all of my frustration, and walking many miles, we set up camp in the plains of the east. Hills were beginning to form, and mountains came ever closer to view. The further we had traveled, the more the wind rose in ferocity, but that night it was calm and still. A breath held in anticipation.

Juck shook me awake.

I rose, and even through the groginess that held me, I saw him. Before I could call out, he slinked away, retreating once again.

Only this time, I didn’t let him.

“Stay here,” I whispered to Juck harshly, the impending violence flowing through me.

With that command, I chased off into the night. He rose and fell with the hills, sometimes clearly visible underneath the moon light, sometimes totally obscured by mounds of terrain. The heavens revealed his presence, and the earth hid it. A metaphor for the Tome, in its own way.

Despite my righteousness, our stalker got away. I was fast, lean, well trained, and eager to hunt, but still, I was not fast enough. That failure did far more than frustrate me—it worried me completely. I returned to our camp soaked with sweat and shame. Juck signaled that it wasn’t my fault and to rest. I slept fitfully, dreaming that I was still chasing the man who had gotten away.


Chapter 26 - Samira

When we were hours away from Samira’s shrine, a falcon landed on a branch of a dead tree and screeched. Its eyes glowed green, the ethereal color of the mist that coats the sea, and they stared directly at me.

The Justicars around us fell to their knees, their palms outstretched. The soldiers, and Cade, distanced themselves from me. I walked forward amidst a sea of kneeling, frightened men. Murmurs of “Herald” and “Samira” came from them as I passed.

Close to the dead tree, I took it in further. A falcon. It was not abnormally large, except for its talons. Clearly intelligent. A bird in appearance, but not in reality. The way it was perched was too odd. Too familiar. Inquisitive and with an eye that pried deeper than any bird ought.

The falcon let out another screech, followed by a tormented voice. The voice of the damned.

“Kaeso.”

Shocked murmurs of agreement came from the flock. A few bowed even lower, so low their lips touched the ground. I stood alone amidst them. Samira’s falcon flapped its wings twice and hopped off the branch. It glided towards me. Before I knew what I was doing, I had my arm outstretched, my forearm an offering just like my soul in Limbo.

Samira’s falcon landed on it. A bead of blood welled where her talons pressed. “Obey my Herald.”

The bird flew away. Slowly, everyone rose. Everyone stared. I felt a distinct urge to draw my sword, to cut them down like they were stalks of wheat. Not only had my secret been revealed to all, but the attention made me nervous. Antsy. I was a cornered animal, ready to attack.

Cade made a gesture of prayer before resuming the march.

Justicars and soldiers alike continued to be statues, still transfixed, but as Cade continued walking, they joined him. It happened slowly. One went, then two, then five. Eventually, they all got back in motion, leaving just Juck and me.

“I didn’t want that to be public,” I admitted as the silent boy stared at me with those blue eyes. He stood in a way that offered no judgment, merely an open ear.

“Really, Juck. I don’t know why or how it happened. When I was in Limbo, I just said it. I don’t even know where it came from. Even less, I don’t know why she accepted me. But she did. And now, I belong to her.”

He stepped in closer, still listening. I rambled on.

“She taunts me, now. Tells me things. She’ll make me—”

The falcon with the glowing green eyes returned, letting out its horrifying screech. I flinched.

That’s enough, my Herald. Her horrible voice came into my mind. I wanted to bleed. To see my veins let life essence out. To let pain overfill me until darkness descended upon my senses. I wanted it. I needed it.

Juck hugged me. Embraced me as his brother. After all I had done to him, all I had done to myself, he still cared. He was still there. The urge for self-harm abated. The falcon flew away.

Where Mika had abandoned me for selling part of my soul to Samira, Juck accepted me. I tried, and failed, to hold in my tears.

-

As my shock cooled, my disgruntlement grew. How dare she reveal my role to the group? We had signed a contract, one where I was allowed to remain anonymous until I chose to unveil the information. The Justicars looked at me with fear instead of reverence. Maybe they were wiser than I had previously thought.

I’m a man of many vices. Blood. Drink. Wrath. Pride. Self-hate. Above all, however, is the drive to deny what is in front of me. When I see something about the world—or myself—that I don’t like, I bury my head in the sand. It is futile. It always was, and I knew it, but I averted my eyes to what was undeniable regardless. All men must see the truth, one day. Instead of rushing forward to embrace destiny head-on, I danced around it. Hid from its gaze.

I know now, and I knew then, why she chose to reveal my identity. Facing that knowledge would have brought responsibility to mitigate the brewing havoc, the rising gale of destruction. I couldn’t do it, couldn’t utter the words, let alone think them. I say it now, for all the good it does Usmal.

The gods are greedy.

-

The pilgrimage demanded we still see Samira’s shrine, despite her wishes being made clear. I suspect that as Herald, I could have forced us to skip it. Reign knows I wanted Larkin.

Alas, I remained silent, and we went to Samira’s shrine.

Another tower, this one made of stone the color of old moss or leaves right before fall. Another story, this time of the First Breeze, the one that still flows and from which all wind originates from. Another lie.

We climbed its steps. This time, they all but forced me to go first. Fitting, in its own way. This was her birthplace and I her prodigal son. I carried Samira’s essence in me. I wore her marks and her love.

Her Herald.

A set of wind chimes hung from the center of the room. It was made of green, nearly translucent crystals, and hung on silver thread. A breeze murmured through the room, causing light tinkles as the chimes danced around each other.

The Justicars filled around me. Some kneeled, some sat, all bowed their heads.

Blasts of wind came through.

I felt something choking me from the inside. Cries of shock and horror, a few prayers. Gasps. The wind picked up further, a maelstrom brewing. I put my hands to my face, desperate to make the pain stop.

In my palms, I saw the green luminescence reflected.

“Kaeso.” Samira’s voice came from my throat. It was agony, having her speak through me. Lightning and fury filled me, corrupted me. I was going to die.

It all stopped. The wind died down. The chimes tinkled.

The first breeze continued.


Chapter 27 - Thunderblade

What should have afforded me respect and reverence won me nothing but distrust. The Justicars—servants of the gods—eyed me with suspicion. Perhaps it was jealousy. They had kneeled, said their prayers, and studied paragraph after paragraph of scripture. Why should an upstart killer with no noble blood and no drive be chosen by the gods? Didn’t they know better?

The arrogance of worshipers is boundless.

Juck walked beside me. He kept people away from me with silent headshakes and gentle mannerisms. Ever the hero.

If only he could have stopped what was coming.

-

In the dead of night, Juck shook me awake.

One look at him told me all I needed to know. Our stalker had returned, and he wasn’t leaving.

Atop one of the hills that, the man stood. Bathed in moonlight. Hood low. I was a hound, hackles raised and barely restrained from a full pursuit, but what came next caused me to abandon thought and throw caution to the wind.

He drew his sword. It was a crescent blade, the same one I had clashed with in the Lower City where Nu’uk had died. He held it high, letting it bask in the moonlight, as if it was feeding off the luminescence.

The man in black brought it down, holding it parallel with the ground, the tip pointed at my chest. A taunt. A beckoning call. A challenge to violence.

I answered the call with fervor.

Sprinting, I left the group behind. Juck made a throaty noise, his version of trying to speak, but it was too late. The hound had slipped its leash; the demon had been summoned. I drew my own blade as I ran, my liuyedao flashing, and felt joy in the chase.

The man in black ran away.

I wasn’t going to lose him. Not this time. I needed the blood, needed the death. I wanted to test my mettle against him again, to make him see that I was better than him now.

We went on for a while, running. Slowly, the gap closed. When I was twenty feet away, I launched a ray of Aether. Wind blasted from my palm, just as eager and aggressive as I was. The tail end of the ray almost caught him when he spun and created a shield of inky black shadow.

The man stopped his attempt at fleeing then, and I stopped the chase. We instead circled each other, slowly getting closer. The first steps of the dance of death.

He led. I let him. His crescent blade came in low, the tip nearly dragging against the grass, and then drifted upwards. It was a quick, strong blow, one aimed at my hip. The angle forced me to block it awkwardly, leaving no time to launch a counter. He used it, holding up his left palm to summon a ray of shadow.

Barely in time, I summoned a shield of wind. I put a heavy amount of power into the shield, and even then, it almost cracked under the strength of the assault. His aim was for a quick, decisive victory, but I wasn’t going to let him have it.

I dropped the shield and spun, my liuyedao swiping at his neck. The ray of shadow still burned, but I heard him swear and felt the crackle of Aether drop as he ducked.

One thing about fighting Aether users is that you don’t ever want to let up. If you’re on the defensive, you’re losing. You can only put off death for so long before you succumb to it.

I rained down a trifecta of blows, all overhead slashes that met reverberating steel. Sparks flew and steel sounded out. Each time there was a little more give in my opponent’s block, a little closer to sinking sword into flesh.

He raised his palm to me, but I was ready for it.

With a silent prayer to Samira, I created a starting point away from me, right next to his outstretched wrist. A gale of wind came from it, knocking his hand aside. His burst of shadow shot from his palm, but it was aimed at nothing. It joined the night and was swallowed up by the natural darkness.

My boot met the side of his knee. He crumpled, but before I could deliver the killing blow, I heard him laugh.

“I see why Eran looks up to you,” the man said.

I scowled. Confusion and questions arose, causing a moment of hesitation. A moment of weakness. That was all it took. As I said, you always want to be on the offensive when fighting Aether users.

His crescent sword arced upwards, a move similar to my own Lariat, and sliced my chest. A gash opened, and I felt lifeblood draining. Not a fatal blow, but a deep one. Weakness would descend upon me, more than enough for him to finish the job.

Utilizing adrenaline and shock, I initiated a combo of two sword strikes with the goal of having the third move being a final one: lightning. It had worked against Gare, and it would work here. It had to.

The man in black stopped me outright on the first strike. As my sword arm came down, he caught my wrist with an iron grip. I tried to pull away but he had me. Instead of killing me, he brought his forehead down on mine. The headbutt had a deafening crunch and I was on the ground, woozy, delirious, and bleeding.

I tried once more to grab my sword, but his boot came down upon my wrist. The arc of the crescent blade dipped below my chin, the sword scraping my throat. He twitched it upwards, forcing my gaze to him. I couldn’t make out the face beneath the cowl, but his voice was neutral. Devoid of adrenaline.

“Leave the Justicars behind. Go back to Fymdell. Protect Usmal, protect the Archon, protect Eran. Damn the Seraph, and damn Kaeso.”

He stepped off my wrist and began to vanish into the night. Shadows coalesced around him as if he were a raindrop falling upon a lake, rejoining its brethren.

I couldn’t stand it. To be so thoroughly bested, then spared. I had lost and he was far away, but I fired off a gale anyway. A costly thing at that range. Blackness, darker than the night around him, spawned behind him and drank the wind.

And then he was gone.

-

I lay there for some time.

The moonlight came and went, translucent clouds blocking and allowing the white beams’ existence. The night breeze brought the scent of quiet air and wisdom. Sounds of midnight and contemplation filled the landscape.

All in all, a peaceful, enjoyable night, if I hadn’t just gotten my ass kicked and was left nursing a woozy head and a bleeding chest.

I rose, or tried to rise, and pain overtook me. The moon’s embrace coddled me as I lay back down. I told myself that the next time the sky turned black and the night’s celestial guardian left that I would try to rise again, then I prayed that the moon would stay forever.

All good things end. Darkness rose once more, and so did I.

It wasn’t nearly as bad as the wound I had incurred in the fight with Gare. The gash was long and blood ran down me in a red river, but the pain—and impact on mobility—wasn’t nearly as devastating. My Aether was mostly intact, too. Using that move with a different starting point had cost a bit more than I liked, but nothing I couldn’t live with. Shockingly, my pride wasn’t shattered either. I’d lost, true, but gods that fight had been a rush. The high was magical. I knew I’d need more, but for now, I enjoyed the pain and the adrenaline.

A falcon screeched overhead as I walked. It was an angry yell into the night. Samira’s call to action. I ignored it. She hadn’t been much help in that battle so I didn’t feel overly called to answer her newest problem. The falcon screeched again.

I’ve always had a habit of infuriating powerful women.

As I got closer to the campsite, the wind picked up, and so did my pace. I caught scents of things that spelled disaster. Blood and burning leather. Sweat and spite. Blasphemy and betrayal.

No one was at camp, except for one dead Justicar and a falcon with green, glowing eyes.

You are too late, Herald. Samira’s voice. She added a biting condemnation on the title, one that caused me to wince and put hands to my ears. You were deceived.

It took me a moment to respond. I was staring at the Justicar. He was one of Dunmyer’s. A quiet, younger man with a thin goatee, aquiline nose, and a loud laugh that had embarrassed him. He sang with his brothers, although he had no talent for it, but he did it with a happy embarrassment. A noble soul. Boyce, I believe his name was.

It’s your fault, Her—

“Tell me my mistakes later,” I cut her off. “For now, tell me where they are and how to fix it.”

The falcon cocked its head, then, shockingly, relented to my wisdom.

Follow me, Herald.

She took off, flying west. I kept pace, my wounds no longer bothering me.

Westward, a crack of wicked, purple lightning arced down from the sky, bathing the horizon in a lavender glow for a split second. Like the boom of thunder, Samira and I followed in its wake.

-

I utilized all the tracking tools that I’d been taught in my days at both Eilen and with the Vanguards. Cyn’se herself couldn’t have done a finer job, especially on a dark night and while running into a brewing hurricane.

It had been a small group that had taken the Justicars, but a group all the same. Reapers, I suspected. Juck wouldn’t have been overpowered by a low number of non-Aether users. At best, I’d be dealing with Apostates, and highly trained ones at that. Juck was no push-over.

Juck.

I swore as the name came to mind. I prayed that he was alright. That he was alive. I prayed for Dunmyer, and I prayed for Cade. It was not Samira that I prayed to, but Reign.

Reign did not respond.

Blood mired the path. If it was from one person, it was a fatal wound. If it was from ten, then maybe, maybe I had a chance at saving them.

The tracking was arduous, as nighttime pursuits frequently are. Rain pattered on the tracks and obscured them further. The glow from purple lightning was my one boon, its flashes confirming that I hadn’t further abandoned my charges. Those crashes came only occasionally, despite the charge in the air. The storm was brewing, and I could tell that it was actively withholding its tempest.

Here’s where I leave you, Samira said. Her words were almost playful, as if the end result didn’t truly matter to her. The falcon’s wings flapped and took her away. I was always better on my own, anyway.

The air illuminated with the flash of lightning and I saw them.

Justicars, on their knees and fewer in number than when I had seen them last. Four men with weapons out and ropes in their hands, issuing commands I could hardly hear over the rain. A rundown shack. Separated from the group was one more in black, weapon sheathed, and holding the ropes of two prisoners that were forced into kneeling. Juck and Cade, I assumed.

I crept up closer, the cover of night my shield, the sheets of rain my aegis. I needed to survey the situation. Learn routines. There were too many to take on, I had to try and pick them off one at a time. An assassin in the dark, or a ghost in the mire. It’s what I had to be.

A sixth man burst out from the shack. Despite the distance between us, I could feel the power emanating off him. The cracking of Aether. It was acrid, vile, and above all, powerful.

He pointed to one of his newfound chattel. The Justicar was brought to him, and though the chosen resisted against the ropes that bound him, no one joined his protestations. They didn’t want to be next, and they were too blind to see that in one way or another, all of them were next.

It didn’t help that Justicar though. He was taken into the shack, the door shutting like a final inhale. A silent moment. The screaming began.

I crept closer. The new jailors took care of their charges with an ironclad diligence, indifferent to both the screaming and the pelting rain. Some of their prisoners wept, heads down; some screamed to the sky; some looked straight ahead, numb entirely.

I got even closer. I could make out faces then, see the sorrow written on them. Moulder weathered it stoically, his fists coated in mud and blood on his face. He had failed, and he accepted that. Cade and Juck were indeed separated from the rest, although I was not close enough to see them in any detail. Barring those three, I did not see anyone I had conversed with. No Dunmyer. No Erik. Twelve Justicars remained. We had started with fifty.

Lightning crashed, illuminating the landscape. In perfect detail, I saw the harsh faces of the captors. Some were scarred by blades, others pockmarked, and one was missing a nose.

In return, they all saw me.

“Looks like we missed one!” the one holding Cade and Juck said. His smile was wide, vicious, and sharp, the jowl of the wolf. “Subdue him,” he commanded.

The four in charge of the Justicars left their prisoners. I prayed that they’d rebel and strike their captors, or at least run, but they did nothing. A frightened flock after all.

As the four came at me through the rain and the dark, I drew my liuyedao and held it in front of my face. Lightning flashed one more time, cutting my figure. Outnumbered, injured, and most likely outmatched, I projected strength. Resistance. No fucking fear. The only way out was through, the only victory lying in their deaths. My descent was like the moon, theirs the tide.

They fanned out around me. I let them. For the briefest of moments, they silently communicated who was going to attack first. I didn’t let them. Swiping the air and the rain once with my liuyedao, I turned and attacked the one on my right first.

One single step and I was in range. A quick first step was one of the things emphasized in training, and I’d never moved faster than that night. I slashed at his midsection, the definition of violence and speed. My sword entered him, right above the hip, and then dragged through to his spine. Cutting through a man is no easy thing, but I rended him nearly in half like he was nothing. My blade sang, the whistle of its arc sharp and deadly.

He screamed and tried to keep his blood and intestines inside him as he dropped his weapon and fell backwards. He begged for help, then water, then mother. All I heard was my own jubilation. I left him screaming, hoping that his bumbling and begging would distract the rest of them. They stepped over him, one stabbing him in the heart as they walked.

Ah well. One down.

The other three approached more carefully. They fanned further out, and before I could rush one, two of them attacked at the same time.

I batted aside the first stab, a careful, probing thing. The second one was more aggressive, coming from my left, and I had to spin around its deadly tip. He had overextended and was unable to stop me as I grabbed his wrist with my free hand after my spin. My blade followed, a downward arc aimed at his neck.

It met a wall of stone, right as it hit his neck. Aether.

My sword was reverberating in my grip the impact leaving my hand both numb and sensitive. I barely dodged the sword stroke from one of the other captors.

Weaving in the dark, operating more on instinct and sound than vision, I found myself backpedaling. They were mixing in Shattering and steel now, so I had to do the same. Shields of wind blocked rays of elemental onslaughts; sparks of intersecting swords joined the cascading rain.

I threw in as much aggression as I could, almost catching one by surprise with a tricky stab he hadn’t seen coming. Sheer luck protected him. His sword wasn’t in position but it blocked my stab anyway, although he did drop it into the muck.

Using his fumbling as inspiration, I pushed forward a wave of wind. A wide, concussive blow, one that I felt the immediate cost of. I regretted it, even as I did it, but there was no other choice. All three were staggered and covered in the spray of muck and mud, my burst overpowering their rays and their shields.

Following in the wake of that buffeting force, I came in low, my blade nearly slicing my own ankles as I did, and then swiped up at the rightmost one. My liuyedao connected, right above the hip, and sliced him all the way up to his collarbone. He tumbled back, spraying blood and screaming in pain.

Two down.

I smiled and reset my guard. The other two spat, took deep breaths, and began to fan me once more. I welcomed it at this point. I was a god in the fray. Their force was halved—there was nothing left to threaten me with.

A beam of fiery Aether came for me. I blocked it with my own shield, and found I was projecting too much. The blaze was weak, hardly the onslaught I had expected. Then his friend shot his own ray, one of wind. I dropped my sword, the tip of it burying itself straight down into the muck, and held up two shields of airy Aether.

They walked in a circle around me, changing both the angle and power of their bursts. I had to keep both my feet moving and my Shattering weaving different intensities. It was a game of will, of stamina, and of bluffs.

I tired of the game. I channeled my Aether and changed the form of counter-rays, and I met them both head-on. Mine overtook theirs. I heard one cuss and get knocked back, while the other silently dropped his beam and spun away.

Freeing my sword from the mire, I rushed the one I had successfully hit with wind. He was almost hard to find in the darkness, but find him I did. He put up a hand in my direction and I felt the crackle of Aether, but it was too late. First, I cut the hand off his wrist, then I plunged my blade into the center of his throat. A sickening gurgle came from the ground, and a swallowing noise that I felt alongside the shaft of the blade.

I put my boot on his face and heaved the blade out.

Three down.

“Redlin!” Cade yelled out from the group, face down in the mud. The one who had held Juck and Cade’s binds was now approaching, while the one still in combat waited. The newcomer was a big man, bulky but with wiry muscle that screamed quickness. His sword was held in one hand, the blade resting against his shoulder and the back of his neck, his other hand outstretched.

The burning of Aether came, then, tendrils of shadow.

A Reaper. I pushed myself away from that threat of darkness and death and shot one back. I was low to the ground, my hand held at an awkward position that I had hoped made it awkward to block. It was impossible to tell if I had hit him, not that it would have done much either way. My ability to Shatter was running short, and thrumming in the back of my mind, I felt the threat of Aether Rebounding.

A thick line of burning pain came across the back of my left shoulder.

In my urgency to deal with the Reaper, I had forgotten one of the original four was left. He’d taken advantage of my distraction to maximum effect. Aether had laced through me and set nerves alight. The pain was fiery and even keeping up my free hand was excruciating. Slowly, and despite my protests, my arm dropped uselessly.

Two sword strikes came in for me. I blocked the first one then battered aside the second with reckless abandon. Gambles had to be taken; I was dead if this fight dragged on.

He hadn’t anticipated it. His guard was wide open. I crouched on the balls of my feet, sword pointed straight ahead, ready to explode into motion. I leapt forward. My liuyedao bit into flesh and skewered him.

We stood there for a moment. He fell to his knees, his eyes locked on me, as if I had the key to saving him. I didn’t. I twisted the blade and ripped it out.

As I turned to face the Reaper, a ray of shadow coursed through me.

It entered my stomach, burrowing through but without enough power to pierce me out the other side. A crater, with blackened edges, wept blood. I fell to one knee and puked blood. Shock and Aether Rebounding held me underwater while I scrambled for air. Waves of nausea and pain buffeted me. The graves called.

On shaky feet, I stood.

“You killed four of my friends,” the big man said, walking closer. He showed no fear of me, like I was a subdued animal.

I lashed out with my sword. It was a wild swing, horizontal with the maximum range I could accomplish. The steel missed him laughably, and the movement caused the crater in my stomach to explode in a ball of furious agony. I fell to the ground once more, this time flat on my face.

“Poor little bird. I think Murchad will Reap you, if I don’t get you first.”

My left arm had no strength, so I had to push myself up to a crouch with my sword arm. I’m sure I looked like a wounded three-legged dog. I felt like one.

“Still got some fight in you? Let’s break that spirit.”

His sword lifted up, the promise of death hanging in the air. It began its descent. The world flashed purple. Lightning struck, near him, near us. I’d felt power before, and the way the air lights up when filled around Shattering, but this was something else entirely. Raw, unfiltered wrath, the kind that made everyone pause and cause the world itself to vibrate.

He paused. I didn’t.

Graceless, I tumbled forward, my sword slashing at his ankle. In the following wake of thunder, he had only the briefest of moments to dodge. By a hair, he managed to do so. Time slowed, nearly to a standstill. I wanted to cry. If I didn’t want to die, I knew what I had to do.

I forced windy Aether to travel through the blade, with enough power to cut through flesh. Steel did not catch him, but that burst of wind did. And all it cost was more and more of my soul. The cost was massive—especially in proportion to how much I had left. A little less than a quarter of my remaining soul went into the burst. It was ever dwindling, but it was the only way.

We fell to the earth together, him landing atop me and squeezing blood out of my wounds like an overfilled sponge. He scrambled off me, wincing and in pain. I was fading, both from physical pain and Aether Rebounding.

With the utmost last of my strength, I crawled to him. I put an outstretched palm to his chest and summoned all I could. The world turned black, my head emptied, but still, I hung on, channeling.

A discharge of wind shot out from my palm, into him. It pierced flesh, bone, and organ, and then kept going. A gale that did not stop its flow. I smeared his heart against the ground, and then I felt it splatter in a warm, sickly burst that coated both the earth and myself.

I rolled to my back. Sheets of rain bathed me. Cold pellets. Underneath that blanket of wet, I blinked, slowly. My eyelids were heavy, enormously so. I tried to cling on, but my body simply yielded. I blacked out.

Everything around me faded. I was aware of where I was, and also, not. Or, if I was aware, I was unable to make my body respond. Even finding desire and coherent thought was impossible. My subconscious raged against it, but it was entombed and buried.

Redlin!

Someone called for me, far away. So far it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered anymore, just rest and time. The world spun along like a top, the ground rose and fell like waves on the shore. For a second, I saw a grey sky and a red sea.

Redlin!

The same damn voice. I wasn’t asking for much, just to lie down and let the rain wash me away. I was a leaf, lazily traveling along a river. Nothing more.

Redlin!

My eyes opened.

Everything hurt. Everywhere hurt. I was a being comprised of pain. An amalgam of agony. Any relief sounded appealing, including death. Especially death. A fuzziness to my senses and a buzzing in my ears were a backdrop to the overwhelming pain that laced through me.

Cade was shouting in the distance. I thought he was shouting at me, but it was impossible to tell. I couldn’t comprehend what he was saying, or even why he was shouting. It was funny, in its own way.

Lightning arced down again.

The shack door had been opened, and the man in black who had been taking Justicars inside had left it behind to join the fray. He was striding across the plain, violence radiating off him. Feeling the weight of his malice, my senses began to sharpen.

My hand was around the hilt of my sword, and I lay amidst a pile of corpses.

I pushed myself up on my good arm, vomited, and fell back down. Panic was beginning to set in, my legs shaking, my head a convoluted mess of useless images and horror-laced trepidation.

Gazing upon him as he closed the distance, I knew death was coming for me.

The Aether crackling off him was something I didn’t know human beings were capable of. Acrid air and vibrations of power suffocated me, and it only got worse as he continued his march.

Still lying on the ground, I dropped my sword, abandoning it amongst the bodies, and fired off a beam of wind. The effort nearly overtook me, even with the low amount of power and duration utilized. Aether Rebounding threatened me, the call to oblivion thrumming in my head.

The ray wasn’t even close to hitting him.

In response, he called down a spear of shadow, its starting point above my outreached arm. A casual display of power, an awe-inspiring misuse of Aether. The cost mattered nothing to him, only that it hurt me.

The spear went through my arm.

I whimpered into the night. It was all I could do. I was going to die with no rage, no fire. Just a desire for it to end. Life had never been particularly kind to me, nor had it opened its motherly arms to accept me. I was always the outcast, the reviled. Juck was a hero. Rohan was a hero. Asher, Cyn’se, Hazel, Prace—heroes all. Not me. All I’d ever been was a villain. A bully. A useless killer. A depraved vagabond. My father was right after all.

Hate.

A spurring of hate occured. All the things that had gone wrong in my life, all the death and misery that I had both seen and spread, all of it was because he had dropped me off at Eilen for a sack of silver. And now I was to die, all because of that cursed exchange.

Hate.

It was all I had. All I needed. Both my arms had significant wounds, my body was cut into tatters, and certain death came for me. It didn’t matter. The pain was an abstract thing, the impending threat a fraction of the hate I felt.

On useless arms, I pushed myself up. Covered in mire, gushing blood, and nearly unresponsive, I forced my hand to the sky. My fingers were outstretched, as if I were trying to reach the heavens themselves.

“Samira!”

I shouted her name to the sky, my voice hoarse and ragged. The protests of a Herald denied. Of the faithful turned heretic. The echo of my scream sounded out and everything was brought to a stop. All attention was on me, divine or not. The world held its breath.

“I call upon you to fulfill your oath!”

I brought my hand down in the direction of the Reaper.

Lightning fell with it.

Streaks of purple came screaming down from the empyrean greys above, cascading upon the Reaper with grace and fury. Those deadly bolts were called to him, a preordained destiny that fate had woven many years ago. I saw him raise a shield of thick blackness above him, and I saw the lightning shatter that shield like it was no more than a child’s plaything. Electricity coursed through him, and for a moment, he became no more than the silhouette of his skeleton. Simultaneously stuck in place and writhing in pain.

And then, thunder boomed. The air exploded as electric death met earth. Sound, feeling, and vision were all washed away.

When sense returned, the charred corpse of the Reaper lay still. Even from a distance, even through the rain, I smelled the sickly sweet smell of human flesh burning. My tongue was coated in the taste of Aether. Crackles of violet electricity burned on the ground. I saw shapes, faces, names, patterns in the sparks.

For some reason, I laughed, and then I blacked out.


Interlude III

Redlin stopped speaking. He stared out into the horizon while the small residue of Cha glowed orange in its bowl, clinging to existence. He smoked it absently, breathing its remnants into the outside of the cabin.

Through the haze, the blue wall of Fymdell was visible.

“And that’s how the legend of the Thunderblade was born,” Maya surmised.

“Yes,” Redlin said absently. His voice was void of all emotion and he spoke like a man distracted by a great sin.

“Stories tell that night quite differently,” Maya remarked.

Redlin said nothing.

“The most common version paints you flinging lightning and slashing steel at anyone unlucky enough to catch your gaze. They say that the Justicars were kidnapped for ransom and that you were the principal reason for their deaths,” Maya continued. “But, before the war broke out, it was chronicled that you saved most of the Justicars with Samira fighting by your side.”

“Men die in war, but history is always the greatest victim.” Redlin emptied the remaining Cha outside the cart. It glowed for one moment more, its ashes staying close together as they fought for life and fire, before an unaware horse stomped it out. The beast continued its trot without care.

“The common version suits me,” Redlin said as Maya refilled the pipe.

“I think the truth suits you better.”

“Hardly. I worked very hard to concoct the rumor that I was the death of the Justicars.”

Maya stopped, almost fumbling the stems. She looked up at her prisoner, who still looked to the horizon, studying that ancient blue wall.

“Does that surprise you?” he asked.

Maya resumed loading the pipe. “It does indeed. Were other Inquisitors involved in that public deception?”

“Not of their own volition.”

“Would you tell me if they were?”

“Oh, yes. You’ll be leading the Inquisitors one day. While I’d prefer you master that tool on your own—and I do enjoy my enigmaticies—I’m far too proud to withhold instruction.”

Maya’s orange eyes met Redlin’s black ones. “You’re dangerously close to overplaying your hand.”

Redlin smiled at that. It was slight and full of the dull pain of a bruise, but it was there. “And you’re getting better at this. Before, you would have demanded answers and made me clam up. Now, you challenge, but not overly so. You see that I’m totterring over an abyss and you whisper ‘jump’.”

“Well, I am to lead the Inquisitors one day. It simply wouldn’t do not to evolve.”

“Which is exactly why you’re a good pick. Some people become confident and complacent. Complacency is the death of progress.”

“Then show me the way, Redlin,” Maya said. “Take a step on the path to enlightenment. Tell me what game you’re playing.”

“Ah, back to demands.” Redlin frowned. “Answers will come in time. They always do. For now, though, let us return to a younger man’s world. A world where he still had hope, even though the world teetered over a knife’s edge.”


Chapter 28 - All That Remains

“For all we know, he was working with them!”

“He saved our lives.”

“If he had been there to begin with, none of us would have died.”

“Or maybe we all would have! He chased someone away, and maybe we all would have been taken one by one into that shack!”

I swatted lazily in front of my face. I wanted to dispel the words, like they were a gnat I could shoo away, and return to unconsciousness.

“Did he chase them away? Or were they in cahoots?”

“That’s a fucking ludicrous assessment, even for you, Erik.”

“Awful convenient that he wasn’t here when we were taken!”

“He almost died!”

My right eye cracked open. Juck stood in front of me, arms crossed and overlooking the rabble. He was my guardian. None would get past him. I closed my eye and let myself drift into a sea of light.

-

I woke to a calm, darkening sky. Shades of midnight chased and blended with a palette of varying blues. Not quite night, but close to it. Calm and surreal. No harsh winds, no lightning, no storm clouds. A blanket of stars and the hint of birdsong. All in all, I woke to a dream land, bereft of violence.

A fire burned behind me. Its soft crackles were a comfort, its heat a succor. The warmth teased my back and basked me in a blanket of heat. Against my better judgment, I turned to face it. The movement brought waves of pain and my body’s admonishment against the action. Worse still was the reaction it brought from others.

“You’re awake,” Cade said, slight mystification coloring his words.

Internally, I groaned. The prospect of company and communication was draining. I wanted nothing more than a thimble of water, an ounce of firewater, a mouthful of food, and a buffet of sleep.

Eilen had raised a soldier, however, and despite my wants, pains, and new scars, I forced myself into sitting. A headache sprouted as I did.

“What happened?” I asked groggily.

Cade looked to Juck, the only other person at the fire, shrugged, and then looked back to me.

“When you chased off one of the assailants, the rest descended on us. It was a massacre. They went for the soldiers first.” He spoke with a careful timbre, the tone that a horse tamer uses to calm a colt. Despite being a firsthand witness and victim of the assault, his voice never entertained horror.

“They killed all of them, except for Moulder. A combination of Shattering and sword. They made Moulder … they made him kill one of the Justicars, and then inferred that he was above the rest of us. Like he was their lieutenant in training.

“Juck almost killed one. Ice came from his fingertips, but right before it struck, a wave of darkness came from the one taking the Justicars into the shack. It swallowed up his efforts entirely.”

“What were they doing in the shack?” I asked, morbidly curious but also not wanting to know.

Cade kicked at the ground, cracked his fingers. Bashfully, he stood, like a child caught in a lie. Juck—stoic, strong Juck—mirrored his reluctance. He turned away from us and looked to the fire. The flames danced off his cold, distant eyes.

“You’ll have to see for yourself,” he finally said.

I tried to climb to my feet, but I couldn’t. The wounds in my back, arms, and chest were too much. As the pain overtook me, I had another worry come to mind: my Aether.

I’d been stabbed in the stomach during my fight with Gare. That wound had closed miraculously quickly; now all I had was a scar and regrets. My other, fresher wounds would be the same, I imagined. Another set of marks. Another set of failures.

My Aether, however, was another story entirely. I’d rended part of my soul to survive. Now that the fight was over, I hated myself for the sacrifice. As you spend your soul, you remember how much you had left. You can feel the hole that you’ve ripped from yourself.

And I was down to a third.

One third of what I’d started with. Of me, of my soul. If you compared it to a lifespan, it’d be like men and women dying at thirty-three, if their lifespans were expeditious.

I was a candle burning at both ends. A fire running out of fuel. Every time I’d expended Aether, I would whisper to myself on lonely nights that it had been worth it, that it was a cost that had to be paid. Now, after all that Shattering, I wanted it back. It was me, my being, my essence.

And it was gone.

The gods are greedy.

I lay down, ready to embrace melancholy. I couldn’t cry. Not here, amongst the men. They’d all suffered, and we all bore the hurt. Yet none cried. To do so now would be an insult to the memory of those left behind. Men do not weep—not when there is a job to be done and the shame of it would be uncovered. But Reign be damned, I wanted to.

“Tomorrow,” I said, referencing the shack.

The answer satisfied Cade. He knew what answers resided there, and he spared me one night of lessened nightmares. In honesty, I think he’d have obscured the truth for eternity, if I’d let him. I should have, but I’ve always sought the pains of truth.

“Hey, Redlin?” Cade asked after a long period of silence.

“Hm?”

“You’re a hero.”

His empty lies did nothing to heal the holes in my soul.

-

While my wounds had not healed, they had faded from fiery hell to cindering burns. Blessings never cease. I could rise, I could walk, but it came at the cost of pain. It felt good. I was challenged by it and I pushed against the nicks and wounds that life had given me.

The group was eager to move on and get away from the site of the massacre, from the cabin where their brothers had screamed and died. Hard to blame them. I questioned Cade about burying them, but he merely shook his head once. Too much effort, too few people.

Before we could leave the site, I had to know what was in the shack.

“Just prepare yourself,” Cade warned.

I didn’t take his warning seriously enough.

In the daylight, it looked different. Run-down and inconspicuous—hardly noteworthy. It looked vaguely familiar, as if I had seen it in a dream long ago, but ultimately, it was just a decrepit hovel. Not a threat. Not the site of one of the worst atrocities Usmal had seen. As I approached the shack, I expected the carnage of death, the sight of blood.

The first thing that hit me was the smell. It wasn’t the perfume of corpses. It was the overwhelming smell of nothing. Contradictory, I know. There was only one place that I had experienced that encapsulated what void, or true nothing, meant: Limbo.

An urge to escape came upon me. This was wrong. This place should be burned, any mention of it erased from history and text. Better for it to have never existed than become what it was now. But I carried on. I was committed to exploring the unnatural world trapped within this hovel. Even while the feeling of supernatural fear crept up my spine, I began my investigation.

In the center of the shack was a perfect circle of white dust. It had a diameter of roughly seven feet, big enough to fit a man. Inside the circle was a large square cut of black stone, each corner touching the surrounding circle. Two separate blood stains, one at the top of the circle, one at the bottom. They looked odd, as if someone had opened a wound and drawn a line from one point of the white circle to the next, but the line had been interrupted.

On three sides of the shack, the bodies of the Justicars were lined up against the walls.

Each one of them had a line of blood, from groin to forehead. A straight line, one that had been drawn or dropped onto them. It wasn’t hard to realize that all of them had been placed on that black stone and had that crimson rained on them. Worse still was the unnatural state they were in. Husk-like. Dead, but maggots and gnats wanted nothing to do with them. There were no physical signs that they’d been tainted, but looking at them chilled my soul. I expected their eyes to bolt open, and for them to rise and demand vengeance.

I could do no more. As I turned to leave, I saw dead, empty brown eyes staring at the ceiling. Dunmyer, I thought at first, then breathed a sigh of relief as I realized it was not him. Similar eyes, similar kindness, but not him. I prayed for him—even though I was glad he was dead and it wasn’t Dunmyer—hypocrite that I am.

The remaining Justicars, even Erik, made a show to not look at me as I exited the shack. Some things are too unholy to speak of. Too soul-shattering. Blame and posturing could wait.

Wordlessly, Cade began to walk north. Flinching, I managed to catch up to him, despite my wounds.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“North,” he said simply. “The pilgrimage is not yet complete.”

“Cade.” I stopped in place. He kept walking. “Cade, stop.”

The Justicars began to pass me too. As silent as their leader, they marched.

“For the love of all that is holy, stop!” I yelled at them all. They continued.

Moulder, at the back of the entourage, was the only one who stopped.

“They can’t. Their brothers died for this. It has to mean something,” he said.

“It doesn’t mean anything! They’re dead, Moulder. It’s too late.”

“Then they have to make it mean something.”

“And being enslaved to the gods will make their deaths meaningful? They didn’t sacrifice themselves—they were butchered. All for a preordained outcome that is going to throw Usmal into the flames of an egomaniac.”

“I’ve given my piece on their behalf. The gods will have their way, Redlin. Arrogant of you to think otherwise.” He resumed his march, leaving me behind.

I scoffed and spat in his wake. “Said the man who murdered a Justicar.”

He did not turn to face me. “When the ones who remain are returned to Fymdell, I will take my own life.”

The sun beamed down. A hawk cried. Eventually, I too rejoined the march.


Chapter 29 - A Faithless Pilgrimage

As we marched, the mood was sullen. A silent moroseness thick enough to drown in. We carried on anyway, walking like our pilgrimage would bring them back. If we completed the pilgrimage, maybe the lives of our fallen comrades would be the reward. A divine gift after a trial by faith.

Sophistic, of course, but grief always is.

A few of us saw beyond that hopeless credence. Moulder, Juck, Cade, myself, and, I hate to admit it, Erik saw the truth. We said nothing. The erosion of the others’ blindness would not bring us salvation, nor would it bring us wisdom. It would be needless pain inflicted on others. We knew it, and so, we said nothing.

I tried to talk to Dunmyer about it. Once, and only once.

“How do you carry on?” I had asked him.

He was slow to respond. The kind patience that made Dunmyer who he was still existed, but it had become a stretched thing. Like something he was trying to be, instead of simply who he was.

“I carry on because I must. Because it is right.” He sighed, paused again, and worked out thoughts that were a jumbled knot inside his head. For once, I was the one who gave him grace. I tried to be what he was for me when I needed it. “I suppose it shouldn’t be an easy thing. What would life be without a struggle? But gods, Redlin, I am old. I am tired, and I miss my brothers. If I had been killed to prevent the death of one of my brothers, it would have been a sacrifice I could have smiled about until the end. It isn’t helpful to think like that. I have a responsibility to them to live and be good, to do what I can to not only preserve their memory, but to prevent their fate from falling to others. Yet, I cannot deny the release of duty would be a relief.”

What can you say to someone who not only wants to break, but is correct to do so? I once met a man who was afflicted by a disease and desired nothing more than to die, but he clung on for his family’s sake. Before I left him, he asked if I would kill myself, if I were in his position.

I did not have an answer to that. Nor did I have sage wisdom for Dunmyer.

The old Justicar resumed his position of silent mentor as we walked together.

-

The land died around us as we marched.

The further north we got, the more sparse life became. It made me nostalgic for home. I’d grown up in the north, then been raised in Eilen. The Wastes was where I became a man, a leader, and a traitor. I may be marked by Samira, but I’ve earned the name “of the Wolves” through snow and blood.

Juck, too, grew more comfortable as we traveled north. The failure in protecting the Justicars wore heavily on him, but his step became more and more confident. We were coming home.

The rest of the group did not share in our sentimentality.

Shivers, sniffles, and teeth chattering spread like a disease. Plumes of breath began to cover our party like a fog. Justicars rubbed their hands together, blew warm air into their palms, and hunched in on themselves like poorly constructed homes. It didn’t stop the cold from sinking its teeth into them. Didn’t stop winter’s claim. Only an embrace of the elements could do that, and looking at how they denied the reality of loss, I suspected that they would not have the fortitude to make it through a winter up here.

As for myself, I shared in their melancholy, but not for the same reasons.

The first was the mark against my character. I’d risen the ranks of Eilen, climbed to a Vanguard, and then slowly slid down the ladder I had tried so hard to climb. Blood had made for slippery holds. The trajectory of my life, of the boy abandoned on the footsteps of Eilen who would then rise to be the greatest Vanguard this world has ever seen, had sharply declined. I’d die forgotten. I’d prove my father’s gamble right.

The second reason was still my loss of Aether. My physical wounds had faded to a collection of dull pains—just like the wound Gare had put into me—but I didn’t understand why Samira had decided to withhold the recovery of Aether. Others had to pay the cost, but surely I was special. I was her Herald. I deserved Aether.

The final reason was that I didn’t feel bad about the deaths of the Justicars. I recognized that I should feel bad for the loss of life, but ultimately, I didn’t. They meant little to me, as did this pilgrimage. Kaeso was going to win their election. It had been obvious, in retrospect. Predetermined from the first step. The deaths of those who were going to damn us to a life under Kaeso didn’t bother me, but I recognized it should, and that bothered me.

I challenged my own perception. Another voice rose from within my brain, battling the dominant one. It spoke truth: their fates saddened me. They hadn’t deserved what they got, and if Usmal was full of people like them, we’d be better off.

That sadness was a far cry from the weight the other struggles put on me, though. So it goes.

-

Our pilgrimage went on and on. North we went, until even Juck and I were chilled to the bone. Wolves howled in the distance, eager to feast before the upcoming winter. The wind echoed their cries. A warning of what was to come.

We’d traveled far in the weeks since our party was savaged. Sometimes people broke out into tears—the cries of brothers who had lost all their siblings. Other times Justicars clenched their fists and ground their jaws with enough force that I thought they would break. Most of the time, though, silence reigned supreme. Unspoken grief was a thread that tied them together.

The night before we were to reach Balin’s shrine was a moonless one. I both cursed the fact and was glad for it. This far north, I knew that I’d be able to see Eilen—its white, bone-like walls glistening in the night like ivory in a river. One part of me longed to see it, to see if it still held power and sway over me, while the other part wanted nothing to do with that cursed place. Based on that reaction, I knew I had an answer to my query.

“What are you looking at?” Cade asked.

Words had been exceedingly sparse between us. There was no resentment, but lamentation rarely brings dialogue. People silo themselves, whisper words in their own heads, and blame themselves and others in a turnstile, rapid manner. While I was not in the same gloom as the rest of the party, I still partook in the misery.

“Home,” I said simply.

“Home,” he echoed. “Home is wherever you decide it is.”

“No, it’s not. People who had happy childhoods and content adulthoods say that, but to people like me, home is a curse and a stain.”

“You can always rise above it. It’s just a place. It’s stagnant, whereas you are dynamic. A person. People can change. The past only has as much power over us as we allow it to have.”

“Pretty words. Lies are often pretty. The truth is a harsh, ugly thing. You speak like someone who’s never struggled. Never endured. Someone who has never heard the scars of the past whisper at night. I was abandoned by the people I trusted most, sold off to be trained to hunt and kill. I became a weapon. I killed my friends. What do you know about hate?”

“You’re the only one with a harsh childhood?”

“Harsher than yours,” I said.

He bit back a chiding laugh. “Why? Because I ate well and had nice clothes? I told you the number of assassination attempts I’ve had against me. Imagine being six years old and having people try to slit your throat. Imagine being seven and hearing fervent prayers for the death of you and your family. Other children got gifts on their birthdays; I received a deeper understanding of the hatred this world held for me.

“You were gifted a new identity. You could become anyone you wanted. The world was yours, and you chose to become an addict of misery.”

“The world was mine?” I laughed back, adding as much vitriol to it as I could muster. “Only someone wealthy and sheltered could say that. You have no idea what it’s like, having nothing. You claim that I was a blank slate and I could paint any picture I wanted, but that’s simply not true. I had two options: soldiering or death.”

“My station is the one that showed me all things are possible. My cartographer is from Eilen; so is my tailor. My stablehand is from Walsk. My math and writing tutors were both from Atreid.” His hands were becoming animated, like a puppet with an overly energetic master. “I would give you all the gold in my father’s house if you could convince those men that their lives were the product of high birth. That they didn’t earn their positions, that they didn’t make something out of their lives through grit and effort.”

“I wasn’t born for that.”

“Oh, right, Redlin the killer.” He said it sarcastically, but a seriousness began to spread over him. A sadness. “I cannot lie—you have a talent for it. Answer me this, however, and answer earnestly: if you put as much effort into something else as you did killing, do you truly think you couldn’t have been anything else?”

“Anything else?” I asked.

“Name a profession. Blacksmithing, mapping, tracking, studies, serving bar, farming. Anything in the world. I repeat: if you put as much effort into a profession as you did killing, do you think you’d languish away, dying in obscurity?”

“No,” I said through gritted teeth. I didn’t want to admit it.

“And that’s alright. We all have our paths, brother. There is no going back.”

He sat back down, looking out into the same black horizon I was. While I imagined the bone walls of Eilen, I knew he imagined the walls of Fymdell. The sage raining down from the sky, the posturing of nobles who cared nothing for actual friendship. The city of assassins.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“That’s alright. I’m sorry too. Been a long journey.”

Cade took out a pipe and lit it. He took one long drag, exhaled, then took another. Without looking away from the night, he handed it to me. I didn’t take it.

“Bad habit.” He chuckled.

“We all have our vices,” I remarked.

“That we do.”

We sat in silence for a while, ruminating. Cade was one of the few people who brought stillness to my life. Perhaps the only one. His presence would convince me not to push a friend away. I’d done it many times in the past, and ever since Gare’s death, I’ve continued to alienate those around me with reckless abandon. But not then. Like I said, Cade brought peace, and I would do anything to protect that peace.

“Homecomings are always hard,” he finally acknowledged, his words having a certain tempering. “I’m not looking forward to mine, either.”

“Juck, Moulder, and I will take the blame, Cade,” I said.

“It’s no one’s fault but the Reapers’. But, at the end of the day, I’m the face of this operation. My father selected me so I could rake in the glory, get an easy win. Now that it’s gone sideways, I’m not going to step away and blame others. Glory and infamy are two sides of the same coin. Can’t accept one while refusing the other. Besides, the people won’t accept it, no matter what we say. Vanguards and imperials have a better reputation than my father and I.” He laughed, as if he surprised himself with the statement. “Although, not by much. The church is winning this war of propaganda.”

“It’s only going to get worse,” I said.

He nodded respectfully. A soldier’s nod. “Kaeso is going to widen the rift.”

“Why not try to stop him?” I asked.

“How could we?” he responded sadly. “There’s no answer to it—at least, not one I can live with. My father refuses to mix politics and religion, he’s too set in his ways for it. He worships, he plays politics, and he refuses to blend that line.”

“There are other options.”

“None that leave us as just.”

I shrugged. I agreed with his statement, but not his core point. He had cornered me in a philosophical debate and I didn’t swing back. Didn’t charge through. The core truth of my argument—that Kaeso was a cancer to be removed—remained unchallenged, but Cade had taken the noble approach. One that a leader should take, I suppose. And I did not want to fight with him again.

Regardless, he won our debate, and Usmal lost for it.


Chapter 30 - The Maw of the Wolf

The day after Cade’s and my debate, Eilen became visible.

When I was first dropped off there, I was a scared child. When I came back to hunt down Gare, I thought myself a man. This time, I knew myself to be unprepared. A man in name, but not in stature. Fear, hate, pain, and an underlying current of a need to be accepted all resided within me. At least this time I had the courage to accept that.

Those walls sent a shiver down my spine. I wonder if I felt a backwards echo of that event, then. The longer I looked at those bone-white walls, the more I had to resist the urge to shake.

Juck was the one who put a hand on my shoulder. It was steadying, like solid ground after being on the sea, or touching the ground while lying down drunk. He too, probably had his own set of conflicting emotions. It was the place where he’d lost his voice, and now he stood looking down on it with the one who did it. It’s where Rohan died.

If Juck suffered, or felt hatred towards it, he didn’t show it. Ever the soldier. Ever the hero.

Thankfully, Balin’s shrine was not in Eilen. I don’t know what I would have done if it were. Perhaps Allesandra would have allowed me in to placate the prince with only veiled threats to keep her secrets; perhaps she would have declared a holy war on the spot. I was glad we would not find out.

Instead, Balin’s shrine was in a cavern miles away from Eilen. The fortress was visible, but it was a looming threat instead of an active one. Unlike the other shrines to the gods, there were no traces of humanity here. No signs of security. Balin’s wrath was the only thing that kept it safe, and that’s all it needed.

The cavern was lined with stalagmites that resembled teeth. I imagined that if you shook the snow off the mountainous roof, you’d see either the yellow eyes of a wolf or the blue eyes of Balin. Both unnerved me, for different reasons.

“Into the wolf’s mouth we go,” Cade whispered, echoing my thoughts. He went in first. I stayed behind for a moment, reluctant to go in. Juck, the remaining Justicars, and Moulder went ahead, following the crown prince.

When I stepped into the cave’s threshold, I felt a tugging on my soul. On my Aether. The same place where I felt Samira nestle and chew when I met her in Limbo.

Falcon.

A male voice, heavy, deep, and ancient. It was a probing statement, a curiously bemused accusation.

Silence stretched for a moment. There was no answer from the falcon that resided within me and I was unsure if Balin desired for me to speak on her behalf. I was her Herald, after all, and Samira had fled and left me in Balin’s clutches. It was her general reaction to most trouble I found.

But she hadn’t left; she was merely biding her time. After leaving both Balin and me in anticipation, she answered his call.

Wolf.

Brave of you to put your Herald in my maw.

Isn’t his first time. Won’t be his last time.

True enough. Balin chuckled and I flinched. Their exchange had me paralyzed. I was housing three souls, two of which were gods, and they exchanged dialogue as casually as you and I talk about the weather. All the while, my blood was aflame and my mind sundered.

As much as I enjoy our conversations, I am going to ask you leave my Herald’s soul. It stretches thin these days.

Another weighty chuckle. The laugh of the powerful hearing the pitying cry of those beneath them. Afraid I’m going to reveal the truth about the light?

My body seized unnaturally, a puppet getting its strings pulled taut. I arched backwards and, for a moment, levitated. Midair and within the battleground of my mind, the falcon crashed into the wolf, talons spearing his side.

The war inside me quieted. I fell to the ground, and with gritted teeth and a sense of resigned but rageful determination, pushed myself away. I crawled through the snow. I wore my cloak tighter.

Juck looked back. I played it as if I had stumbled and no more.

Much to my shame, I entered the numbed state of the abused. It was an armor that I wore after my interaction with Olivia—something I could wrap myself in during my lowest days. It was the scarf that I covered myself with when my father abandoned me, the grey cloak I wore when my own Reaping began.

A small, screaming voice asked me to discard my defenses. Demanded I throw away the shield of silence and the sword of anger. All I had done with my life was alternate between lashing out and pulling back. Life was not a battle to be waged against friends. Life was not a war that could be won by ignoring the pain you carry, nor was it a war that could be won by inflicting it on others. That voice begged me to tell someone. Asher, Cade, Juck, anyone. Just tell them the truth, or at the least, examine everything and put it together. Stop pretending that the pain didn’t exist.

Self-preservation is not an instinct easily overlooked.

I silenced the voice within me. Secrets had cost me dearly, but unveiling them would cost me more. They were a knife plunged into my stomach. It was painful and slowly leading me to an end, but removing them would only speed up the death.

I killed wisdom, and I waited for catharsis.

-

Cade wore a neutral frown and shook his head at me once as he exited Balin’s shrine.

“Kaeso?” I asked as he passed me by.

“Kaeso,” he confirmed.

We took point, two people who feared for Usmal, while the rest of the party was excited to vote for chaos.


Chapter 31 - Admittance of Loss

The journey back to Fymdell was a quick, silent thing.

Our failure stained us. Erik and I did not resume our hateful banter; Cade and I did not enjoy our philosophical toilings. Dunmyer taught me little of the Tomes, but those lessons were halfheartedly taught and listened to even less. Even Juck seemed quieter than normal. Contradictory, I know, but if you had seen him then, you’d understand.

In the weeks of travel from the north to the capital, our anxiety both grew and shrank. We entered safety, but reckoning bloomed. More than once, I thought about leaving. I know Cade thought similar things. Maybe it was being in a group, maybe it was a sense of honor and duty, but we never let those fantasies become anything more.

A few nights before we were back in the city, I again promised Cade that I would not let anyone besmirch his name. I’d scream that the failures were mine and the guards’, not his. I’d confess to all who would listen that Cade was a leader.

He smiled sadly as I told him these things.

We both knew it wouldn’t matter.

-

The blue wall of Fymdell was on our horizon. The gushing of the Great River, the chittering of birds, and the din of civilization was a song that was uninterrupted and unimpeded by the losses we had faced. Sage burned, the closest to a funeral procession the fallen Justicars would get.

Each step became harder than the last. My boots were heavy and an invisible string pulled me from behind, begging me to turn around and obfuscate our failures. Fate awaited me, and fate is never kind. Still, I marched, just as I had with my father on the way to Eilen.

Asher was the one who met us at the gate.

Walking with my head up was a strain, but Reign be damned, I did it. I knew there’d be questions. Demands. Reprimands. We had left with fifty Justicars, and returned with fifteen. The soldiers we’d been assigned hadn’t returned at all.

“What happened?”

His gruff voice was lightened by shock. Beneath his stoic nature and light armor, Asher had the hint of a tremor.

I swallowed, then began. “There was a—”

“It was my fault, Asher,” Cade interrupted. “The Justicars and the guards took heavy losses, and it’s my fault. They came upon us—Reapers. Killed a lot of us and took others captive. Without Redlin, we’d all be dead.”

Asher’s gaze turned towards me. I said nothing to dissuade the lie or to perpetuate it, but I’m sure Asher saw through it without my input. It was written plainly on my face, and undeniable in my silence. Cade has never been a good liar anyway.

“We’ll see what your father says,” Asher said.

“We have to go to the cathedral first,” Cade responded.

“There were devastating losses. Justicars died. You—the crown prince—almost died. There are machinations and powers at play here that go beyond a pilgrimage. We go to your father first.”

“It can’t have all been for nothing.” Cade crossed his arms. “I’m the leader of this expedition. I have led us to failure, but by Reign, I will deliver those who remain to the cathedral.”

“I could take you by force.”

“No,” I interrupted. It was my turn to stand up for Cade. “We go to the cathedral.”

Neither of us would be swayed. As undeniable as stone, it was in our nature. We were twin failures, but we stood as resolute as conquerors.

Asher stepped to the side and let us pass.

“That was a brave thing you did,” Cade whispered as we continued our walk.

“Same to you.”

“Think it’ll help our report?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Ah, well. Into the abyss we go, then.”

“May we be an example for others to follow.”

Cade laughed at that. The first smile I’d seen since the death of the Justicars. I just wish that it hadn’t been so full of sadness.

-

The last bit of walking before the cathedral was odd. Dreamlike. People would stop and whisper amongst themselves about the reduced quantity of the Justicars. I half expected to be hit with a barrage of rotten fruit, slanderous chants, and knives. The closest to that expectation was one drunk man yelling “Kaeso!”

I silenced him with a stare.

Cade, at least, held his head high. He walked like a general who had sustained heavy losses but secured a victory. Inside, he was a tumultuous storm that hated himself and hated to report the deaths. But those were conversations meant for behind closed doors. No point in letting the general population see anything.

Perception becomes reality.

It’s a lesson that I’ve learned many times, and a mantra that anyone with an ounce of power follows. It’d been engrained in Cade since he was a boy. His father would have been proud watching him traverse the streets.

Pride was not what was waiting for us.

The crowd that followed us waited in the general grounds of the cathedral. They bled off, milled around, and meandered, unwilling to enter. I chuckled, imagining some weak joke of how they were truly demons in disguise unable to enter consecrated ground.

My chuckle died on my lips as we entered the cathedral.

Cade went in first, pushing the double doors open. In front of the altar was the Seraph—adorned in jewel-encrusted accessories and opulent white robes that were trimmed with gold—lounging on a chaise while the four Listeners hovered around him. They wore robes of reds, blues, greens, and yellows. Samira’s Listener winked at me, unperturbed by the low quantity of Justicars who returned.

Cade did not announce us; he only fell to a knee with his head bowed.

The Seraph, the most powerful and unmovable man in the nation, looked utterly stunned at the group. His face was a mask of sadness and loss, his eyes still as a corpse’s.

“What happened?” the Seraph whispered.

“Death.” Erik stepped forward. He had shed his meekness like a snake’s skin and his words bounced off the ceiling and the walls. “Death happened, Seraph. The soldiers died honorably, while the Vanguards either ran or surrendered.”

“Ran?” I challenged. “Ran? I pursued the lead threat. I returned and killed your captors.”

“It was too late. My brothers were Reaped, Seraph, and it’s his fault.”

“Reaped?” I thought it was impossible for the Seraph’s face to contort any more than it already had. I was wrong. His lip curled and revealed white teeth and red gums.

“Yes,” Erik continued. “Reaped, and all his fault. He was churlish and provocative throughout the pilgrimage. When we were taken, Redlin was nowhere to be found.”

“That is not—” Cade started.

“He lies,” Samira’s Listener interrupted.

“And what do you know about it, Denton? Were you there? Did you see them die? Hear their screams? Herald or not, Samira’s chosen could have saved all of us, but he didn’t.”

“Herald?” Asher muttered from the back of the cathedral.

Disarray spread. Everyone—including those who were not there—offered opinions and theories. It was impossible to determine full sentences in that cacophony, but the sentiments seemed split on calling me a hero and a coward. I said nothing. I shook with rage and I knew that if I spoke, I’d end my statements with threats to take Erik’s head from his shoulders.

The Seraph was the only one who joined me in silence. He was like a mother who had lost her children. His face was buried in his palms and refused to dispel the storm gathering around him. A broken man, weeping at what he had lost.

“Enough!”

Cade was the one who brought everyone to heel. As faces turned to him, he approached the altar, recounting the events as he did.

“Redlin’s a hero, and I’ll damn any any man who speaks otherwise. You stand in the presence of a savior. The Justicar’s Revenge.”

Murmurs—mostly of agreement—came from the Justicars. Erik pursed his lips and said no more.

“Is it true?” the Seraph asked. He looked at me and me alone. The rest of the world didn’t matter.

I nodded.

“Is it true?” the Seraph demanded again. Anger in his voice this time.

“Yes,” I croaked out.

He threw his staff at my feet. It soared through the air, gleaming like a spinning coin, and landed with metallic ringing. Gasps and shock filled the cathedral. The Seraph didn’t relent, didn’t care about the social ramifications. He took off his rings, one by one, and then threw them like a child throwing a handful of stones. A few bystanders were hit.

“Kaeso warned me that you would fail them. He knew. He told me that the Vanguards were corrupt, that they worked with dark forces. That not only would you fail, but you and the crown would try to convince me that you saved them. I should have listened to him.”

“Seraph, any failure belongs to me,” Cade stopped him. “I was the leader of this pilgrimage. If you seek to throw blame, throw it on me.”

“You’re just a boy!” The Seraph’s shout echoed across the building. “I should have known. I should have trusted Kaeso. Reign has been silent for me, and for some time. But He speaks to Kaeso.” He fell to his knees and stretched out his arms. “Erik. Pray, tell me, the gods have chosen Kaeso.”

Dunmyer coughed. A quiet sail on a rocking ship. “Seraph, that isn’t how it’s done. There’s protocols—”

“Fuck protocols. Do you all not see the impending darkness? I put my faith in Reign and He has been silent. My Justicars have been murdered. Siber’s soldiers are on the rise. Damn deliberation, and damn you for suggesting it.”

The Seraph settled for a moment, like an assassin’s dagger slipping back into a sleeve. “Erik. I beg you. Please tell me that the gods spoke, and that they spoke for Kaeso.”

Erik paused, letting the moment draw on. His eyes were downcast and he began to nod like a doddering old fool. “Aye. The gods spoke, and they spoke for Kaeso.”

The Seraph, still on his knees, brought his head downward and kissed the ground.

I looked around for someone to stop this madness. The remaining Justicars, whether or not they wanted Kaeso, were unable to meet my gaze. Not that I blamed them. They had put their faith in the gods—foolish as that is—and the gods had spoken for Kaeso.

Cade offered acceptance. We were mutuals in loss. Outstrategized and out of moves.

Moulder was dead inside. More Husk than man.

Asher was fury. When he noticed me examining him, that fury doubled.

Juck alone offered some hint of rebellion. His eyes said If you’re going to do something, do it now. I’ll be behind you.

I wish I had taken him up on that offer, but the moment slipped by.

The Seraph rose and faced the boy behind him.

“Go, quickly. Bring Kaeso. It’s time we usher in a new age.”


Chapter 32 - A New Age

Asher, Cyn’se, Shur, and I sat together in the basement of the Vanguard compound.

We’d been escorted out of the cathedral as they made “preparations” for the new Seraph. A certain unease was visible on all of the cathedral’s inhabitants, but none dared question the Seraph. Not in that state. It would have been easier to bring the dead to life than to challenge him that day. Gone was the man of wisdom. Gone, the paragon of patience.

The Seraph had become the picture of paranoia.

The last thing he said to me was that I was the shadow that Reign’s light would destroy.

Cyn’se and Shur stood behind Asher, who was seated in front of me. Our leader clenched his fists and released them in a cycle. His fingers would extend to their maximum, then curl in on themselves. His knuckles shined white and the veins of his forearms bulged.

“Start from the beginning,” he commanded after a long stretch of silence.

“I was born in a cabin in the north—”

His fist caught my jaw and sent me flying against the wall. My back hit stone and the wind was knocked out of me. Before I could recover, Asher had lifted me into the air and pinned me to the wall by my throat. His forearm digging into my neck, I began to suffocate. My feet kicked helplessly against the wall and his legs.

“Start from—”

He had barely begun to reiterate his question when my burst of Aether caught him in the shoulder.

It was a light gust of wind, one that would hardly draw blood, but it was enough to get him off me. I could have hurt him, if I wanted to. Hells, I could have killed him. Asher may have been the one man in the world I didn’t want to quarrel with, but there’s one thing about me that I’ve learned: I refuse to be powerless. Never again.

“Maybe Cyn’se was right about you.” His hand slowly crept to the hilt of his sword.

“Maybe you just hate seeing what you created.” I mirrored his action.

Shur, with the quiet confidence of the veteran, walked up to Asher first and poked him in the chest. Asher stared, unsure of the meaning, then Shur pointed to one of the chairs. He proceeded to do the same to me.

Like scolded hounds, we slunk to them.

“Sorry about that,” I said.

“Start from the beginning,” he repeated. It was his version of an apology. Men never do anything well when they’re angry.

“Sometime after going to Odis’ shrine, we spotted a stalker. He made no moves and he disappeared of his own volition. After Tidur’s shrine, he appeared again. I chased him that time, but he vanished. On the way to Samira’s shrine, he appeared once more. I pursued him, and we fought.” I took a breath, ran my hands through my hair, and continued. “He was the same Reaper that we had fought in Lower City. The one who rescued Siegel and led to the death of Nu’uk. He said something about Eran, by name.”

While Cyn’se flinched at hearing the report, Asher took the information in cooly—now that I had begun an honest recanting. He took a sip from his flask and offered it to me. I drank deep.

Gods, it was nice.

I wiped liquor from my lips and continued. “We fought, and I lost. Like I said, he made a comment about Eran by name, then told me to leave the Justicars behind. He wanted me to protect the Archon, not the Seraph, and certainly not Kaeso. After that, I returned back to our troop. They were gone, the soldiers dead. I tracked them. Samira helped.”

“And just how long were you expecting to keep that secret from us?” Cyn’se asked.

“As long as I damn well pleased.”

“It’s not our role to know the ploys of the gods,” Shur cut in before Cyn’se could escalate things. “All have their paths. Some Heralds have gone their entire lives never revealing their patronage.”

“It’s a conflict of interest.”

“No, it’s not, and it never has been. I point you to Jorg, the Thorn. One of the Vanguard’s finest, Herald for Tidur.”

“That was a different day, a different age. The world is in far too uncertain of a place.”

“It always is,” Shur responded.

I used a cough to cut in, hopeful to have my secrets acknowledged then swept away. “Samira led me to them. It was dark and rainy. There were six captors that had taken the Justicars away. Two were Reapers, the other four were Apostates.”

“How do you know?” Shur asked.

“The Reapers were using blackened Aether, and the Apostates were weaker.”

“Neither of those confirm their nature, although the weaker aspect makes your assumption more likely. There are people claimed by Siber who have never Reaped.”

“Each Reaper I’ve run into used shadows.”

“It’s speculated that once you Reap, you gain access to Siber’s realm. Far from confirmed, though. Maybe Reapers were already predisposed to evil, although, this goes back to one of our previous discussions about coincidence and destiny. More importantly, there are documented cases of people using shadow Aether without ever having Reaped.”

“This is irrelevant,” Asher said. “Keep going, Redlin.”

I nodded. “The strongest of them was taking Justicars into a shack, one by one. While he was in there, I fought the five remaining. I cut them down. I was slashed by steel and stabbed by Aether, but I won. It was a close thing.”

Pausing to take off my shirt and reveal my scars, I made sure they saw them. Tempers were high but I had suffered. That would be acknowledged, if nothing else.

“Then the last one came out. I felt the Aether coming off him. It damn near burned the air around him. He brought a black spear down on me from far, far away. The cost must have been enormous, but he didn’t so much as flinch.”

I took a steadying breath and rubbed at my forearm where he had driven the Aether through me. The wound had mostly healed up but still left a pink scab that weeped.

“I called upon Samira to strike him down. She did. Purple lightning came from the sky and enveloped him. Then I blacked out.”

Shur’s eyebrows furrowed in an angered confusion. This discussion was the first—and last—time I saw him have that expression.

“Samira did that? How much Aether did you spend?”

“None.”

His eyebrows rankled even further. “That’s not possible. The gods are greedy, Redlin. Even in the event that they do help their subjects, there is always a cost. Herald or not.”

“Maybe the cost will come later. That’s how it always works with overly generous gifts.”

“You’re not hearing me, Redlin. There is always a cost when using Aether. Always. I’m not talking about something unheard of. I’m saying that it’s impossible.”

I shrugged like a man with nothing to hide. “There was no cost, not even a miniscule one. I assume Samira brought it down herself. Reign knows I don’t have enough power to control the ebbs and flows of lightning.”

Shur began muttering to himself and turned away. He stroked his facial hair and scratched behind his ear as he ruminated.

“Anything else?” Asher asked.

“When I awoke, I investigated the shack where the strongest had been taking Justicars. Bodies were stacked against the wall. A large, thin black tablet was lying flat, surrounded by a circle of white dust.”

Shur returned to the conversation with clarity. “That’s a Reaping Circle.”

I stopped my story, waiting for him to provide more information. He seemed reluctant to do it, like an army’s flagbearer who had led too voraciously and now stood facing a sea of spears without allies to his back. He shuddered and relented.

“A Reaping Circle. A tablet of Demon’s Ink surrounded by a circle of Godsbone. It’s the basis of creating a portal to Limbo. From there, the victim must bleed from a fresh wound. Then all it needs to activate is a line of spilled blood.”

“There was dried blood all over the shack,” I acknowledged.

Shur simply nodded. A man receiving confirmation of something he already knew.

“The one who spills the blood takes themselves—and anyone else in the Reaping Circle—into Limbo. The realm of the gods. The dead, grey place. Where the oceans are made of blood and … entities … linger.

“From there, the blood spiller can feast off whomever he brought.”

All three of them fell into a sullenness as still as dead water. I wasn’t sure if I should break it or wait for them to ask for more details, but eventually the silence overwhelmed me and I spoke just to fill it.

“Well, that’s what happened. After a period of resting, we continued on. I tried to dissuade the remaining Justicars, but they wouldn’t listen. The rest of the pilgrimage went relatively smoothly.”

The three of them thought in silence for a while. They all worked angles in their minds, all trying to piece together a puzzle on a rickety table while missing pieces. In their puzzling, they forgot that I was there, so deep was the contemplation. The angling.

It’s obvious what was happening in retrospect, and I imagine you hate me as you read this. I don’t blame you. That’s how hindsight works. Wisdom paid for in blood is always paid at a premium; conspiracies could have been stifled and stopped easily. You, O dear Archon, could have stopped all of this if you were in our place. But life is never simple. We do the best we can with what we have, and believe me, we tried. We tried so hard to prevent the destruction that would be unleashed. All for naught.

A new age was coming.


Chapter 33 - Coronations

At dawn the next day, a messenger arrived. A youthful boy, hardly a hair on his chin, but he spoke in a clear voice despite his age and the lobby of Vanguards who glared daggers at him.

“Asher of the Falcons, Westenra Ashtaroth, and Redlin of the Wolves are to arrive at the coronation of Seraph Kaeso, held at noon at the cathedral today.”

Asher walked up to him, took the vellum, and read it. I was more taken aback by the revelation of his last name than the announcement, but eventually came back to the present. We all knew this was coming. None wanted to accept it, but there it was, inked and acknowledged. Asher sighed and hung his head in shame before nodding to the messenger. I wished that Asher would put a knife in the boy’s belly and decree that the Vanguards weren’t willing to simply go along with the insanity. We weren’t beholden to the church, nor the crown. While we didn’t have armies, all feared us, and rightfully so. We were assassins and Shatterers. Storybook heroes and the most powerful individuals in Usmal. Legends.

Asher, leader of the Vanguards and the Laughter of Loss, folded the vellum, handed it back, and patted the boy’s shoulder twice. Westenra—the large senior Vanguard who had welcomed me so long ago—and I waited for the threat Asher would deliver.

“Westenra, Redlin. Find something white and wear it. We have a party to attend.”

-

An hour before noon, we departed.

The streets were buzzing with activity, like the Hive after examinations. A mixture of excitement and dread hinged on each word.

“What happened to the Justicars?”

“Can you believe Kaeso is going to be the Seraph?”

“I hope he brings the crown and the Vanguards to heel. The world is going to the Black and someone needs to right the ship.”

The wisdom of crowds.

“This is who we protect?” Westenra asked. He was the angriest of all of us.

“I’d say we all but failed at that,” I said.

“Anger and cynicism won’t help us now,” Asher said.

“No,” I agreed. “But that’s all we have.”

Asher took a long pull of his flask, the longest I’d ever seen him take while the sun was shining. I took one of my own, both flask and liquor procured after the pilgrimage. Alcohol can dull pain, and it works doubly well if applied preemptively.

We traveled in silence until the cathedral became visible. We each thought the same thing and relived the same memory: our failed attempt at blackmailing Kaeso. His refusal to go along with it. How we’d been bested at our own game. Out of respect for each other, none voiced it. Not until we saw the building. As I was the youngest, it was my duty to ask the question we all pondered.

“How bad do you think this is going to be?”

Neither acknowledged the question. I agreed.

Even though we were early, it wasn’t nearly early enough. The cathedral was full of worshipers, people in power, and the self-important who hoped to one day be in power. While I would have preferred to stay in the back with the nobodies who thought they were more than they were, Asher walked down the central walkway with purpose and the quiet confidence of a man who is where he belongs.

Each red, cloth-lined pew we passed was filled to the brim with kneeling men and women. I wondered if they prayed or merely pretended to pray. Not that I’m one to judge—I’ve had my fair share of experience doing both. I passed by without much speculation, instead focusing on Asher. I worried he had committed a social faux pas and would find no seating left for us, forcing us to return to the back of the church with the rest of them.

Erik was ushering people away from the front pew. He smiled viciously when he saw us and then, with an overly grandiose gesture, indicated that it’d been reserved for us.

A front-seat view of our failures.

With nothing better to do, I kneeled. I do not worship the gods, but I recognize their existence. Praying is just the same. There’s power in it, but it’s only as pure as the deities themselves. Supplication is the means for messaging. Commune with the gods is possible, and while they frequently ignore our cries for peace or justice, they receive the message all the same.

I tried to remember what Dunmyer had said about starting every prayer with gratitude. The dead eyes of the Justicars overtook that memory, so I started my prayer with hate.

Men should always be honest in their commune with gods.

Reign,

People live and die for Your love. For the ability to say that they are close to you. Neighbours accuse each other of not living up to the standards you made for them. They hold hate in their hearts because they want to feel righteous and worthy of your love.

Your servants died on a pilgrimage that resulted in Kaeso—a man who is the antithesis of what the Tome says—becoming the Seraph. Your mortal instrument.

Samira chose me. Maybe the gods are as foolish as the men they rule over.

I don’t know what to pray for, here. For the death of your servant? Protection from the dark? Peace and sunshine?

No matter what I ask for, it feels futile. I will do what I can to right the world myself, and if I have to do it in the shadows—hidden from your light—then so be it.

Little did I know that I, and everyone else there, was praying to a dead god. Our requests went not merely unanswered: they were unheard entirely.

Fitting, given who we were there to see adorned in a false light.

-

Mere minutes before noon, the Archon and Cade arrived. It was as strong a message as they could send in polite society. Cade placed a hand on my shoulder as they did the awkward shuffle that can only occur in church pews. It helped.

“Ready?” he asked.

I repeated the resigned shrug Asher had given me a hundred times before.

“Let’s hope that—”

Kaeso appeared from the back of the church.

Clothed in golden robes and wielding a jewel-encrusted scepter, he stood in front of the altar. As much as it pains me to say it, he looked strong. Tall and basking in power and newfound love, but with a shrewdness behind the eyes. A sated serpent.

He lifted one hand, encouraging us all to stand. It was nearly a race to see who could get there first. My silent protest of attempting to be last was just as pathetic as the over-eagerness around me.

“Brothers and sisters,” he started.

A hush descended on us. It was a hungry taciturnity, a voracious yearning for more. The fizzing of a shaken bottle of champagne, the held breath before an execution.

Kaeso loved it.

“These are dark times. The moral fiber of our city—of our country—is failing. It’s been a steady descent, and you see it in all things. Great and small, it makes no difference.

“Yes, these are dark times. But, I am here to be the new light.”

An excited murmur spread across the church. He rode the wave.

“Brave souls died for this. Justicars, my brothers in faith and morals, were struck down. They died for me. They died for you.

“Do not ever forget this fact, my children. The light that I bring was so frightening to those in the shadows that they tried to stop it in utero. But I am here now, and we will bring Reign’s purging light to those who slither in the dark!”

Kaeso looked directly at me as he proclaimed his threat. Applause boomed around us, forming a cocoon where it was me and Kaeso in a world alone. I glared at him, convinced that I could still somehow win when I had already lost.

“Today is a new day. A day of light. A day of worship and a return to morality.” He lifted his scepter high, the gold dome of it catching the sunlight and reflecting its brightness across all of us. “Today marks the first day of our strike against the blackness!”


Chapter 34 - Backroom Negotiations

One obnoxious, nauseatingly long standing ovation later, Kaeso returned to one of the back rooms of the church.

I, of course, wanted to leave immediately. The four I was with—Asher, Westenra, Cade, and the Archon, made no move. They were like statues, both in posture and in their set visages. While others milled about, hugged, shook hands, and wiped tears, they sat with a weight in their stomach and premonitions of a bad future.

They understood that our punishment hadn’t even begun.

“Wasn’t very subtle,” I quipped, trying to fake cheeriness.

“As subtle as the Shrike’s blades,” Cade said with the same forced positivity. Neither were effective.

I reached for the flask under my jacket. Its silver shell felt cool and the weight of it was a comfort on a bleary day. I managed, just barely, to resist the temptation to take it out. Fine company, and all.

“I swear he looked right at you when he said ‘the moral fiber is failing’,” I commented to the Archon.

To my shock, he laughed. An honest, infectious laugh. “He did. And that’s fine. Usmal celebrates his arrival, and I hope he appreciates their faith. While the strings I used to keep this nation together were indeed frayed, the rope that Kaeso ties now is strong. It’s just too bad he’s decided to form it in the shape of a noose.”

“At least he didn’t call you ‘those who slither in the dark’ and threaten to purge you with light.”

“Is it better to be considered an effective, frightening villain or an unwitting buffoon?” the Archon countered. “He paints pictures of both of us, the crown and the Vanguards. Some may not get it, but enough people will, and both are dangerous. A seed of hatred and mistrust had been planted amongst the people on a level unknown to them. They’ll look at us with disdain and never understand why.

“It’s time that the crown and the Vanguards come to a more complete alliance. Publicly aligned. Two arms of the same body.”

“No.”

Both Cade and Asher rebuked the concept at the exact same time. The Archon looked at Cade in surprise, then to Asher for an explanation.

The Vanguard leader palmed his face and shook his head slightly. “Three factions control the country: the crown, the church, and the Vanguards. Checks and balances. It’s the way it’s always worked. If we throw away the rules—doubly so when Kaeso kicks the hornet’s nest of his supporters—we lose the goodwill of the public.”

“We have no goodwill of the public,” the Archon reminded him.

“Diminished. This has been a long spun web, a game of strategy and tactics we didn’t even fully know we were playing. But it’s not too late.”

“And what do you suggest?” the Archon asked.

“We do nothing, in public.” Asher cracked a few of his fingers. “We play our role, to the best of our ability. Give the people no reason to condemn us. Behind the scenes, we do exactly what Kaeso has been doing. Propaganda. Bribes. Blackmail.”

“A race to the bottom,” the Archon surmised.

Asher shrugged. “As long as we win the race, I don’t care what we call it.”

We all sat with the idea until Erik arrived. He wore a smile so large it threatened to crack his face.

“The Seraph will see you now.”

Snickering and whispers came down upon us like rain as we made our way back. I once had a dream that people evolved from the days of childhood. Matured. That dream is long since dead.

We crossed the pulpit and the altar. The symbol of the sun had been carved and laid with gold. I felt no warmth passing it. No solace. Something worse than nothing: absence.

Nothing is the black you see when you close your eyes. Absence is being blind. The difference between nothing and absence is the difference between sadness and depression, or the difference between a relocated army versus a dead one.

While I had often felt anger and disappointment at Reign, the absence I felt terrified me to the marrow.

My thoughts were interrupted as Erik opened the door and ushered us in.

Sitting behind a large black desk was Kaeso. He’d taken off some of his garments, the scepter was stashed in a corner behind him, and the duteous face of a war-time saint had been replaced with cruel vindictiveness.

“Congratulations on your new position, Seraph,” the Archon started.

“Save it,” Kaeso interrupted. “Three of you are traitors. Two of you are incompetent. Would you care to guess who is who?”

While the Archon, Asher, Cade, and Westenra went silent, I found humor rising in my chest. I’m not sure why. Maybe it was the irony of Kaeso delivering accusations of skullduggery; maybe it was how unpreventable Usmal’s decline was. Either way, while there was nothing funny about being accused by the Seraph in his own church, laughing was all I wanted to do. I restrained myself, but I couldn’t resist the smirk.

If looks could kill, I’d be dead seven times over.

Kaeso turned a red so angry that it bordered on purple. His hands shook with rage.

“What are you smiling at, boy?” he demanded.

All turned to face me, dreading what stupid thing I’d say next. I didn’t disappoint.

“Our new Seraph can’t even count. Erik is merely one individual, although, calling him an incompetent traitor seems fair enough.”

Jaws slackened and eyes widened.

“I could have you thrown out of here and clapped in irons,” Kaeso seethed.

“No, you couldn’t, Seraph.” I crossed my arms and leaned against the wall. “You’ve found yourself in a nice position, true. Neither the Vanguards nor the crown scratch the level of popularity you currently enjoy. But, you forget yourself. I’m Samira’s Herald. He’s still the Archon. Cade is still the prince. Asher is still the Laughter of Loss. And you were foolish enough to gather us all in one room.

“Your ability to manipulate us is gone. We stand together. You hoped to find a shattered sword and now find that not only is it unbroken, the tip is pointed at you.”

“Threats? You resort to threats? On my coronation day, in my church?”

“Killing you would mean a civil war, which, I believe, we all want to avoid. No, Kaeso, that was not a threat. This is.”

Hands spread across his desk, I leaned forward. As I crowded him, I made sure to keep my chin raised. Neck displayed and eyes downcast, it was a taunt and challenge all in one.

“If civil war does break out, you are the first to die.”

To my shock, the Seraph’s anger didn’t rise. There were no curses, no incoherent rambles. His anger was sheathed and the redness from his face drained.

“And how about you, Asher? Does the boy speak for you?” Kaeso asked.

I needed him to stand with me. Abusers lose power when confronted and gain it when they’re allowed to continue their maltreatments. If he had stood with me and rebuked Kaeso’s despotic dreams, we would have shown that we were not playthings to be abused.

But he was not with me.

“No, Seraph,” Asher started. “The stresses of the job have broken the boy’s brain. I will see to it personally that he is removed from the ranks.”

Heartbreak. My heart has always been a brittle thing. Strong, but easily shattered. And now here I stood, adopted by a father to be abandoned once more. The shards of my broken heart were nothing—a million pieces of glass that had been turned from something beautiful to something dangerous.

“And how about you, Archon? Do you agree with the pup?” Kaeso twisted the knife.

“No, Seraph. The boy shall find no employ under imperial retainers.”

The broken shards of my heart were ground to nothing more than dust.

The Seraph laughed, his hand resting on his midsection as he bellowed. It was a vicious thing, something that Balin and Samira could only dream of. While my heart was hurt from both the mocking and the abandonment, it broke completely knowing that these people hurt for me. Backstabbing hurts less when it’s from your enemies who wish you ill. The wounds inflicted by friends are from knives held by shaky hands, the cuts impure, and the scars bigger.

Kaeso wiped a tear from his eyes. “Oh gods, that was good. How does it feel, Redlin? ‘We stand together. You hoped to find a shattered sword and find it—’”

He broke into another fit of laughter. A few of my companions shifted their weight. Westenra squeezed the bridge of his nose. The Archon looked to the ceiling, as if some scrutinous inspection would reveal the answer to get the Seraph to stop laughing.

“Phew,” the Seraph exhaled as he wiped his eyes.

“If we could, Seraph,” the Archon said.

“Yes, yes. You’re all very busy men, and I’m sure you have an urgent meeting with each other about how you want to try and deal with me after leaving my cathedral. Onto business, then: Redlin of the Wolves will remain a Vanguard. If he does not, I will have both Cyn’se and Westenra arrested and tried. One for heresy, apostasy, and practice of the black arts, and the other for attempted blackmail. You know I can do these things.”

Asher ground his teeth. His eyes flashed with the storm’s rage and his fists clenched. I thought he was going to break and he and I would kill the Seraph. In the end, he swallowed his hate, drank down bitterness and loss, and nodded.

Kaeso continued. “The Vanguards are mine, now. I trust you gentlemen to mind the store—although, perhaps I shouldn’t, given everything going on in Usmal—but when I assign you a job, it will be done. Redlin and I will be getting to know each other quite well, won’t we, my little assassin?”

I grated my teeth and imagined giving Kaeso a thousand deaths. In the end, I too relented. A silent gesture was all it took. I’d lost.

“Excellent. Archon, your son foolishly took the blame for the massacre of my Justicars. You and I shall be meeting regularly to discuss the finer points of church and state. As long as these meetings continue, young Cade shall be forgiven.”

“As you say, my Seraph,” the Archon said in a neutral voice.

“Good,” Kaeso replied. “Now, get the fuck out of my cathedral.”


Interlude IV

“I’m going to have to stop you there,” Maya interrupted.

“Is it time?” Redlin asked.

“It’s time.”

Dusk had fallen as the wagon stopped outside Fymdell.

Blue gave way to black, the waxing moon hung over everything like a fishing hook. Just barely visible, a stream of burning sage fell from the high tower. Lighter than than it had before the war, but still streaming down the sky like tears.

Maya held more bundles of chain. Redlin sighed, nodded, and stood, awaiting his adornment. Lines of iron went around the Prisoner, looping again and again until he was sufficiently wrapped with enough binding to restrain an entire regiment of men.

Four guards arrived and helped take the Prisoner out of the wagon, muttering curses as they did. Once he was on the ground, they each attached wooden rods to the collar around Redlin’s neck. A leash fitting for a wolf.

At their rough behest, Redlin walked. Each time one of the guards pushed or pulled the leash, he’d stumble, held up only by the other three’s tenacity. His feet—the only unbound part of him—staggered under the weight.

A retinue of sixteen guards surrounded them, creating a rectangle of steel and duty. Maya stood behind all of it. She was their maestro, their general.

“Forward,” she commanded with a voice as cold as death.

Forward they marched.

Gates opened and bridges descended, welcoming the soldiers and the wayward soul the city had lost so long ago. A prodigal son, returned to die. He tried to stop the grim procession more than once as they entered the city. His boots, ragged and unclean as their wearer, skittered across cobblestone helplessly.

Citizens began to gather. They whispered their questions as if they were terrified that they’d be overheard. Fear and skepticism gave way to anger, as it always does. One brave soul yelled out an accusation. Another followed in its wake. The bravery, once it had gone unchallenged, spread like a disease.

Crowds amassed, still unsure if the Prisoner was who they thought he was, but they were waning in that doubt. As more gathered, they became more and more sure. After all, who else could bring a crowd like this?

Threats and proclamations came after the accusations. Next came the throwing of debris. Litter and rocks fell down from the sky like the sage that came from so high above. The guards pushed against the citizens and announced arrests would follow, but they were legion. Undeterred, the downfall continued.

The Prisoner was buffeted by blows until he fell. The guards continued to drag him. They grunted and exerted with the effort, but they, and the Prisoner, kept going forward.

Under a night sky, the crowd swelled in both size and anger until it became a mob. They pushed guards; a few bore daggers. In the chaos, one of the citizens was stabbed by another, dying unknown underneath sandals and boots.

Blood always begets blood, and the prisoner had spilled enough of it to warrant a war in retribution. There was no foreign host to take it out on, so the crowd attacked whoever they could get their hands on. To those close to the prisoner, that meant his retainers; to those on the fringes, that meant each other.

It was chaos. Nonsensical. Violence for violence’s sake.

It didn’t matter. Blood begets blood.

The guards managed to continue to punch their way forward. Later that night, they’d say that it reminded them of the war. Redlin’s war, or the War of the Gods. Ironic, they’d say, how some things never change.

One last desperate attempt at harming the prisoner saw one rioter skewered by a sword. He had a daughter, once. She had been killed by the Prisoner, and her father no longer cared about his own life. He would throw it all away if it meant he could do something to his daughter’s killer. He died in the gutter with a thousand curses and ten thousand regrets. The Prisoner did not notice.

“Get him inside!” a guard yelled as he pushed off three young men with a shield.

The retinue all but cut their way through to the imperial Keep. They entered on the main floor instead of the dungeon, an odd incident that caused quite the stir to the law clerks and students who were staying late into the night. Doors closed behind them. The barrage of bottles, bricks, and shit pelted the outside of the building.

Everyone, except the Prisoner, breathed a sigh of relief. The four rods attached to his neck were picked up, and he was prodded once more.

Head down and feet barely functioning, he obeyed. They traversed the thin hallways awkwardly, the rods and the bulky chain forcing them to move at odd angles. The sounds of shouts and broken glass came through the walls and bounced about the hallways. The Prisoner wondered how many of the guards wished to join the crowd.

The air grew warmer as they descended the staircase into the dungeon. Harsh commands came from the guards to the warden, who increased their acrimony with instructions to his own men. The rising demand for action eventually reached the youngest prison worker. With shaky hands, he managed to unlock a cell.

They passed full cells of silent prisoners who stood transfixed. One sat with a knowing look. The Prisoner stopped in front of his cell. The guards holding the wooden rods huffed, then pushed. The Prisoner did not budge. Confusion mired their faces before they tried again. The Prisoner, again, did not budge. He looked at the sly man offered a smirk of recognition, then consented to being led again.

Watchmen looked at each other with concern, but then shrugged and ignored reality. The cell was not far, now, and it had been a long, stressful transport. The Prisoner’s sudden strength must have been imagined, or maybe some guards had pushed against each other. Wouldn’t matter soon.

The Prisoner entered the cell. The guards removed the wooden rods, left the chain, and closed the barred door.

Underneath a waxing moon, fires spread.

-

It was morning when Maya came to the dungeon.

She sat outside the bars, but she felt like she was more trapped than when she was in the wagon. At least this time the Prisoner still wore his chains.

“Morning,” she said.

“How many people died?” he asked.

“At least seven.”

He winced, then rose to stand. “Tell me about them.”

“Six civilians. One guard. All were men.”

“Fathers?”

“At least three of them. One was essentially still a child.”

The Prisoner sighed. “Seven more.”

“Hardly adds weight to the scale, at this point.”

He looked at her with black eyes, bright as obsidian and sharp as the assassin’s knife. No words needed to be said.

“I apologize.” She gestured with her left hand and men brought her a desk, papers, and an ink pot. “Are you ready to resume your tale?”

Redlin’s eyes dulled. “Time draws nigh, doesn’t it?”

Maya nodded.

“Very well. Although, I can’t do this in front of an audience.”

The Inquisitor snapped her fingers. Boots scuffled as her assistants left.

“I was referring to my fellow detainees,” he said.

“They’ve already been removed.”

“Where to?” he asked.

“They’ve been removed,” she repeated.

He sighed, then resumed his tale.


Chapter 35 - Broken Families

I stepped out into the streets alone. Grey skies greeted me.

Something died in me that day. Maybe it was my sense of pride, or the final strand of my ability to rely on people. Even after all these years of solitude and self-reflection, I couldn’t tell you precisely what changed in me, but whatever it was was snuffed out. That fire had ended. All my life, I’d punched back harder. When people tried to douse the flame that raged inside me, they’d unwittingly added fuel to it. Their negative reinforcement had been a sign that I was loved and able to proceed. Now, I’d pushed the envelope too far, poked the bear too many times. I was truly reviled, and as a result, I became more like a blank canvas than even before my first day in Eilen. I had no desires, nor any hate.

It’s ironic, I suppose, that I stepped out of church a better man.

The clouds began to depart as I made my way back to the Vanguard building.

-

Upon my arrival in the compound, I found myself studying the portrait of Varesh.

There was something locked away in those black eyes so like my own. I wanted desperately for him to clamber out of that painting and discourse with me. All that wisdom he once had, all the knowledge, gone. Scattered to the winds.

And I’d seen him die.

It was a dream, but I knew it was reality. Varesh, the Keeper. Died defending someone from Siber’s army.

I sighed. It didn’t matter anymore, and if it did, it was someone else’s problem. I was here to serve until Asher had enough political capital to exile me without blowback. Until then, I’d swing my sword and kill who they asked. A nameless, faceless assassin with no ambition.

No better than those we hunted.

-

Eran and Juck were playing a game—Crowns, I believe—when I stepped into the kitchen.

“Who’s winning?” I asked out of habit.

Eran grimaced and nodded to Juck, who smiled wide.

I sat down at their table and waited for them to deal me in.

“How’d it go?” Eran laid cards down. Juck played a card on top, winning the hand.

“Not well,” I said.

“Yeah, I imagine not.”

“Why’s that?”

He paused for a moment, as if I had said the dumbest thing in the world. “The Justicars?”

“Oh.” I began to shuffle the deck. “Right.”

“Did something else happen?”

I dealt the cards in silence.

“What’d you fuck up this time?” Eran probed, half teasing. I didn’t respond. “Not like you to go silent.”

“It’s a new day.”

“Hope it’s better than the last.”

“Hard to imagine it’ll be worse.”

“Tempting fate.” Eran tutted as he picked up his cards. “Probably a mistake in this profession.”

We played with only sparse commentary. Eran was aggressive, I was defensive, and Juck was just right. Through luck alone I won. We played another game, then another. Usmal’s most fearsome individuals, and that’s how we spent the afternoon.

Hazel joined us.

“How’d it go?” she asked as she sat down.

“Not well,” Eran answered for me.

“Yeah. Suppose I could have guessed that.”

“Redlin’s depressed now,” Eran said as he dealt her in.

“He always was.”

“No. Sad depressed. Not wrathful.”

“Oh. Well, maybe he’ll be easier to manage.”

“Maybe so. Although, before, he’d have risen to these jibes. Given us some shit. So maybe he’ll refuse to swing his sword now.”

“I’d cut both of you down before you even realized what happened,” I said.

Hazel smiled. “We can rely on him.”

We fell into a small rhythm after that. Occasional, halfhearted jokes combined with a few attempts at cheating disguised as ignorance of the rules. It was nice. Reminded me of home, or nights with Prace and Issaru. Juck won most of the rounds, but I held my own. Eran won almost none of the rounds, but that was because Hazel and I colluded to not allow him to do so.

This pattern continued even as we changed games. Juck, silently taking hands while we pretended to bitch at each other. We stopped only to eat, and then continued. It was peaceful, and the world slowed down and quieted as we played.

Time passed like that until Asher arrived.

The moon had come up and he smelled of booze. Even by his own standards, he truly reeked of it. His eyes narrowed in annoyance when he saw me.

“How’d it go?” Eran asked him as casually as he and Hazel had asked me.

“Everyone, get the fuck out of this room,” he said.

The three of them left. I stayed sitting, knowing he was only talking to the others.

“And just what the fuck was that?” he demanded.

“We were playing a card game. I’d call it team bonding, but—”

Asher took two quick steps towards me, cocked an elbow back, and punched. I caught it. His fist in my palm and his arm wavering, I did not let him go.

“You’re drunk,” I said.

“You’re damn right I am. None of it, none of this shit we ever did, ever mattered. And it’s because of you.”

I was stoic. Blackened glass that reflected everything. A shield that never broke. That stoicism was all I had, and I clung to it. Without it, I’d have been nothing but a broken boy still crying for his parents at the footsteps of a fortress.

It didn’t stop the onslaught.

“You, your pride. Ego. Your looseness. You’ve damned us all. Kaeso won.”

“Kaeso hasn’t won. He will, considering the leader of the Vanguards and the Archon both bowed to him.”

“We had no choice. The public has been flocking to the church and away from the crown for generations, and then he was elected. If we decide to arrest the man, or if the crown moves against him, it’s civil war, and a civil war can’t be won when the population sides with the other guy. We. Had. No. Choice.”

I pushed Asher by his fist. He stumbled backwards, but stayed on his feet. “You did have a choice. You chose wrong. And now, we’re in his pocket, where we will remain until he oversteps or until we forge our own destiny.”

“We wouldn’t have been in this situation if it weren’t for you.”

“Not today. But tomorrow? Or the next day? Kaeso has outmaneuvered us every step of the way. Waiting around wasn’t doing anything. I gambled and assumed that you hadn’t lost your courage. I was wrong.”

Asher took a deep breath. “You said ‘us’. There is no ‘us’. You are a Vanguard in name only, but you’re not one of us.”

Stoicism. A shield of black glass.

“Is that all, commander?”

“Get the fuck out of my sight.”

I nodded and walked past him. We both were hardened men who had to resist the urge to cry.


Chapter 36 - Those Who Chain

After my interaction with Asher, I had expected my spirit to return. I’d looked into the abyss—the rage and disappointment of the man who had given me everything and expected only for me to live up to my potential—and I hadn’t blinked. In the storybooks, the character would come out with a reformed and renewed sense of purpose. Duty. Responsibility. Life itself.

That didn’t happen for me.

I trained. I meditated. I got along with Juck, Eran, and Hazel. I went through the motions of life with diligence, because that’s all life offered. In those weeks, I turned myself into a tool. Nameless, passionless, and hardly noticeable. Probably Cyn’se’s wet dream, if we’re being honest.

Asher and I avoided each other. Hells, everyone who wasn’t Juck, Eran, or Hazel avoided me. The loneliness suited me. I told myself that I was done with human connection. After all, when had that truly worked out for me?

I knew myself as unlovable, so I acted accordingly.

Training. Meditation. Repetition, banal conversations, and the same jokes over and over. The strained silence of a soldier waiting for the mission that would finally kill him, and the silent, futile prayers to avoid that fate. Eventually, even that desire for desire washed away.

Melancholy comes in all sorts of forms, and I have tasted all the bitter flavors she can offer.

-

One sword came speeding towards my neck, the other towards my stomach.

I batted the lower one away then ducked underneath the higher one. It soared over my head with a woosh close enough to blow my hair. Spinning, I launched an unbalanced kick that connected and sent both of us reeling.

We collected ourselves then began to pace, circling each other. Swords pointed to the ground. Eyes low. Bodies tensed.

I took one quick step in then a quick step out, baiting swords to come out in a defensive manner. They did, but they were raised in an X-shape, the traditional cross guard. Not good enough to stop my liuyedao coming in low at his unprotected midsection.

“Yield?” I asked, the tip of my blade stopped just before Eran’s stomach.

“Alright, I yield,” Eran grumbled before sheathing his blades.

“Another one for Redlin,” Hazel announced. She was sitting as lazily as a cat, her feet propped up while she cleaned her nails with a knife.

“Why don’t you fucking fight him then? You spectate like a citizen.”

“Fighting like that isn’t my game. If my target already knows I’m there, I’ve failed at my job.”

“Oh, you’re so enigmatic.” Eran added some sarcastic hand gestures that were complete with intricate finger wagging. Hazel smiled slyly at the display.

“Want to go again?” I asked.

Eran shrugged. “Once more, I suppose. I need to be better.”

We backed away from each other. I’m not sure how Eran developed that habit, but it’s how he liked to start, so I obliged.

The moment before the blades came out, Cyn’se walked in.

We stopped, waiting for her to either berate us or to give us some sort of mission. She leaned against the back wall and crossed her arms instead.

“Well? Don’t stop on my account.”

I shrugged, unsheathed my blade, and approached Eran.

Eran has always been an aggressive, talented fighter, but during the weeks since returning from the pilgrimage, he’d added a certain patience to his fighting. It made him more dangerous. Instead of a dog that bit at anything and everything, he’d turned himself into a jaguar that waited before unleashing its violence.

He let my first swing sail by before stepping in close. One sword was low, the other high, and the blows began to rain down on me. Each move was complimentary but opposite of the other. I backpedaled and let his combinations come down; he pursued.

All it took was the slightest misstep from him. Sword fights are often won and lost with footwork, and his leading leg was slightly too far back. I took advantage and put him in a position where we both knew he would lose within the next few exchanges. If it had been a true fight, there may have been some desperate gamble or some usage of Aether that would have saved him, but in that setting, it was over.

My relationship with Eran has had its ups and downs. Sometimes it was up, usually it was down. That day, seeing me have mercy and him have restraint, it was up. We did not like each other, but we did have respect. We backed away as equals.

“You’ve both improved,” Cyn’se admitted.

I had to agree it was true. A year ago, I wouldn’t have been able to capitalize on the mistake Eran had made. He wouldn’t have been close to as good as he was now. I was still a step ahead of him, but we’d both made large strides into the realm of competency.

“Still a long way to go,” I said.

Cyn’se looked slightly taken aback at that before leading to acceptance. “Our newest Seraph has a mission for you.”

“Hazel’s the leader. Tell it to her,” I stated. My words weren’t harsh, just factual. Accepting.

“There’s a heretic spreading blasphemy by the wharf. He isn’t attracting crowds, but our Seraph still stressed the importance that he be brought in with expedience.”

Hazel asked the standard questions. Physical description, precise location, name, habits. It was sort of nice to let someone else handle it. There’s freedom in a lack of responsibility. Instead of being the archer lining up his shot, I was the arrow.

After learning he was a nameless man of average height and weight with brown hair in the greater dockside area, we took off. It was midday and a pleasant afternoon, although I stuck to the shade whenever possible. The shadows suited my mood.

“Hey, Redlin,” Hazel said from the point position.

“Yeah.”

“Thanks for saying that to Cyn’se.”

I nodded. It was all that needed to be said.

-

The air around the wharf was salty and full of the dying dreams of fishermen and dock workers who thought they were going to be something that they weren’t. The buildings around it were either rusty or tarnished by wind and rain. The bars were full and the people’s spirits were empty.

They say the sea gives life; I say it takes it away.

Digging up information wasn’t much trouble for Hazel. All it took was two men and a performance of Spurned Lover for her to get the information we needed. If I had tried it, it’d have taken forty attempts and ended with me pulling a knife on some washed-up drunk who didn’t actually know anything and gave bad information to save his life. Still would have been better than anything Juck or Eran could have done.

Midafternoon had come around when we found him. The sun reflected off bobbing water while boats glided across lazily. Our mark stood atop two crates, ignored by the dock workers but loved by the stray cats. His beard was bushy and grey, his eyes harrowed and bloodshot.

“Do you not see? Do you not feel it in the light?” he called out to the workers who walked past him.

“Our prayers do not go to Reign anymore. He is absent from his throne.”

Hazel nudged me. Reluctant after the last time I tried to stop a preacher giving a sermon, I stepped up. Hands outstretched and head low, I got his attention.

“You,” he said. “You see it.”

“I see some things. But I’d like to understand them,” I said, both placating and enticing him.

“Questions are the first step to enlightenment. Yes. Yes. You will do. We can find answers, together.” He stepped off his crate and began to pace around me. “The prayers do not go to Reign anymore. But where do they go?”

“What?” I asked stupidly.

“Yes,” he said gravely. “‘What?’ indeed. Or where?”

“Where what?”

“Exactly.”

Hazel stepped in behind him. “Alright. Come on. You can philosophize to the Seraph.”

The man didn’t react to Hazel’s words, nor to his hands being bound. He kept looking at me like Shur did when I was on the cusp of understanding something.

“Ask yourself this,” he continued as Hazel pushed him into walking. “The essence that fed Reign is still being given, but—”

Kill him.

Samira. Her voice was so loud in my skull I fell to my knees and blotted out the outside world with my hands. I felt as if I had been struck by lightning, every nerve in my body alight with agony.

“Redlin?” Hazel asked. I could barely make out her words over the pain and the muffling my hands provided.

Kill him, Samira commanded again. Gentler this time. Softer. The kiss of an abusive lover after their blows.

“Redlin?” Hazel called out again. I gestured for her to get the fuck back with a wild open-handed swing.

“No,” I whispered through gritted teeth. My answer to Samira.

A moment passed. An eternally long, agonizing moment. I waited for roaming thunderclouds and rising winds, for an army of falcons to blot out the sky.

You continue to disappoint, Herald. Failure is one thing, outright refusal is another.

She receded from my mind. While my legs were shaky and my head pounded, I managed to rise.

“Are you alright?” Hazel asked.

“Tripped,” I lied. “Let’s just get to the cathedral.”

Every time I looked at the preacher—and every time he tried to speak to me—an inkling of pain returned. It was a threat, one that Samira would have followed up on. Out of a self-preservation I rarely showed, I avoided him at all costs.

Our prisoner resorted to speaking to Hazel.

“Are you interested in the truth as well?”

“Spread your lies elsewhere, heretic,” she responded.

“The signs are all around us,” he continued as if she had given him the go-ahead. “The sun has lost its warmth.”

“And the prisoner has lost his mind,” Hazel said.

“I don’t know what either of you are talking about,” Eran cut in. “From where I’m standing, it’s hot as Tidur’s balls and the prisoner never had a mind to begin with.”

“Don’t think Tidur has balls, from the paintings I’ve seen at least,” I said.

“Yuna would know.”

“Yuna was well versed in god testicles?”

“Yuna may not have known.”

The prisoner was the only one who laughed. It was a raucous thing, one of deranged joy and enthusiasm. Every time we tried to say anything, his laughter would reignite. We walked through the city with the laughter of a madman who had lost everything.

-

The security outside the cathedral had been improved.

Men stood outside in shiny armor. They wielded long halberds—the points of which tried to reach the sun—and longswords equipped on their belts. I wondered how much it cost to outfit them like that. I wondered if that money would have been better spent feeding the poor and housing those without.

“Reign’s most loyal soldiers …” Hazel said, quoting the Tome.

“… will come unarmed,” I finished. “Damn shame we’re armed to the teeth, then.”

“If we’re on equal footing with the Seraph’s personal militia, I’d say we’re doing pretty good.”

“Maybe if it was a different Seraph.”

“Point taken. Shall we?”

“You’re the leader,” I said.

She hesitated before moving on. “You know, I told you that every leader I’ve ever had died, right?”

“As the former leader of the squad, I’m glad to have broken the curse.”

She chuckled softly. “I just hope my curse didn’t transfer to you.”

“Maybe we should make Eran the leader, just in case.”

“Fuck you guys,” he said. “Can we get this over with?”

“Lead on,” Hazel commanded with a wink.

All four of us hesitated after the joke. It was a stupid, superstitious barrier—a line drawn in the sand—and yet, we all stood. Juck took a collective breath and then stepped into the cathedral’s courtyard.

Two guards at the front door crossed their halberds, making an X-shape that barred access.

“There is no mass today. What business do you have?” one of them asked.

“This is new. Should we bow? Prove our zeal by repeating verses of the Tome? Ask each other riddles until one of us gets it wrong?” I joked.

“I repeat, what business do you have?”

“A mediocre riddle, but fine. Vanguards bring a heretic to the Seraph. In return, I ask you: what has a town with no people, rivers with no water, and mountains without stone?”

“What?” the guard asked.

“Incorrect. Now, are you going to let us pass? Kaeso wants this one.”

The two looked at each other, paused, and then opened the doors.

The decor, too, had been changed. The pews had been reupholstered with yellow cloth. New banners—banners with a golden sun over black—rained down from the ceiling. Awnings that signified new constructions dotted the room. A few guards milled about, even though the church was empty and entry barred.

It was all grander, and yet, more false. Like a man with a little bit of money wearing as much gold as he can fit on his body. True wealth moves in silence, true power in whispers. These screams of richness and purity rang false to all but the dumbest of our population.

Kaeso knew what he was doing.

Our prisoner’s laughter returned as we walked to the back of the church. Guards grabbed their sabers and eyed us as we walked. Their gestures made me laugh. They had polearms at the ready and still felt the need to emphasize a threat. It was either bluster or inexperience, but either way, I knew that I could have carved a path through them singlehandedly. Against four Vanguards, they would have never had a chance.

The one in front of Kaeso’s office was the epitome of the futility of these men. He glowered and made sure to straighten his back so he could stand tall, but he came up to my shoulder and held his spear incorrectly. The Seraph’s bodyguard couldn’t have stopped even the lowliest combatant, not even the Seraph himself.

“Halt,” he commanded, even though we were stationary.

“Tell the Seraph we’ve brought the one he requested,” Hazel said.

The man’s snarl deepened. His hands changed to a different, but still wrong, position on his spear. A weak attempt at making himself feel large. I adjusted my footing, ever so slightly. It wasn’t meant to be provocative, but he swiveled to meet me. His pursed lips raised into a hostile smile.

“And you’re the one who brought him in? The Justicar’s Revenge, here to do favors for the church once again?”

To my shock, I didn’t say anything dumb like “If you say anything else, I’m going to slit your fucking throat.” I didn’t pull a blade. I just crossed my arms and let Hazel deal with it.

“If you try to incite one of us again, I’m going to slit your fucking throat,” she said. “Now, get the Seraph, or I’ll turn this man in to the Archon and tell him that you prevented the Seraph from seeing him.”

He snarled and postured one more time. Gripping his spear and bringing the shaft to his chest, he approached, and then finally relented. He went into Kaeso’s office—having to leave his spear behind, which made both Eran and I snicker—and came out after a minute.

“He’ll see you and the heretic,” he said.

“Thank you.” Hazel took one step.

“Not you. The other one.” He pointed at me.

“She’s the leader,” I said.

“Seraph’s orders.”

“I don’t take orders from him.”

“Redlin, it’s fine. Go,” Hazel said.

“It’s not right.”

“It doesn’t fucking matter. Go—that’s an order.”

I took our prisoner in. It didn’t sit right with me, but orders were orders and she was right. It didn’t really fucking matter. Kaeso had me figured out and he didn’t give a damn about Hazel or any other Vanguard. It was probably best if he didn’t even know who she was.

Kaeso’s office was largely the same as the previous Seraph’s. The only difference was that he had hung a painting of himself behind him. The portrait had him wielding his golden scepter and giving a speech to a group of shoeless, dirty men and women—bathing them in his splendor.

“Redlin,” he acknowledged.

“Seraph,” I replied in as neutral a tone I could.

“Good. Referring to me by title.”

I said nothing to that. Neither did the prisoner.

“We need not be enemies, you know. Think of it, you by my side. The Heralds working with Reign’s chosen, purging the world. It would be glorious.”

“Reign’s chosen?” the prisoner asked. “Reign hasn’t spoken in weeks. How could you be his chosen?”

“Ah. You. Normally I’d have already had you at the gallows so the Herald and I could have this conversation in private, but I suppose expediency must be employed for the sake of time.” He leaned back in his chair. “Redlin. Kill him.”

“What?”

“This man has spread heresy and lies across the capital. Insulted me and Reign in the very seat of His glory. Death is the only reply. Be my messenger.”

“No. He is captured and poses no threat. I am no executioner.”

“Lies after lies. Poses no threat? You and I both know that lies are the ultimate weapon. This man is a mass producer, and he must be silenced. And you? No executioner? You’re the finest death dealer we have. I repeat, be my messenger. Help me reestablish the bond between the church and the Vanguards.”

I hesitated. My hand was on the hilt of my liuyedao, even though I had no memory of putting it there. There was no desire to kill this man, and even less so since Kaeso was the one who ordered it. Yet, my hand rested on the hilt, and was starting to pull it.

“Kill him,” Kaeso repeated.

The quiet whine of steel leaving scabbard. The approving nod of a corrupt man. The doomed falling to their knees. It was like I was an animated construct, brought to life by—and bound to—Kaeso. I ceased being a person with autonomy and decisions. My mind was blank as white stone and my body as uncontrollable as the winds. Neither my conscience nor my rage shouted out within me—at least, not on the surface. Something deep down knew it was wrong. The voice tried and tried, first when my sword fully left its scabbard and louder when I placed the tip to the prophet’s chest.

Some small part of me told me that this was wrong. Another voice said that he was going to die anyway and I may as well be the one to do it. Curry favor with both the Seraph and Samira. Quiet the bloodlust that lay dormant in my heart.

A third voice joined the fray. Samira’s.

Kill him.

I plunged my blade into the prisoner’s heart.

He held onto the edge of my sword, clinging on for one more moment of life. Just like we all do. He knew it didn’t matter. Just like we all know.

A few gurgles, a few attempts at speaking, and he was dead. I sheathed my blade and he slowly fell to the ground. As if one last vestige of life and resistance still burned inside him and it was determined to prove itself. A final gesture. When the fall is all there is …

Kaeso snapped his fingers and three guards walked in.

My breath caught. Kaeso was going to spin a story of how I murdered his prisoner, of how I was an unrepentant murderer who had to be put down. Aether began to thrum as I prepared to Shatter and slice my way through.

The men simply took the body out of the room.

“What?” Kaeso said when he saw the look on my face. “Oh, you thought I was going to accuse you of murder? Hardly. I take care of my own, Redlin. Don’t worry.

“It’s good to know I can still rely on some of the Vanguards. You did a good deed today, and the church won’t soon forget it.”

Every fiber of my being, every ounce of venom I had, told me not to bow. To scream and lash out. Maybe even to demand blood for blood and kill this fat manipulator. But I didn’t. I hated myself, but I bowed and left.

-

I can see you looking at me in disgust as I tell this story.

The head-shaking. The disagreement.

Kaeso was corrupt. The demands for the execution, simply for speaking, meant that the words being spoken were powerful, which meant they were true. The prisoner deserved a trial. Reasons upon reasons to not kill him. After all, what happened to resistance? To rebellion? The Redlin who gave that speech of refusing to be corralled by a fat tyrant wielding confidence and lies?

There’s no one who has asked these questions more than I have.

At the end of the day, I don’t have a reason. Not a good one. There were a multitude of small, paltry excuses. Tensions were high. The prisoner was going to die anyway, and I may as well be the one to do it. Curry favor with both the Seraph and Samira.. I wasn’t thinking straight. Kaeso told me to. There existed an addiction to blood. So it goes.

The main thing about following bad orders—orders that you know lead to misery for all—is that every single soldier who follows them has their own excuses. Some insignificant voice screams from within, screams that this isn’t right. That the order is wrong.

And the outside world drowns out that voice.

Stories paint me as something more than I am. Redlin of the Wolves, the boy who climbed through snow and blood and ash to make something of his life. Vanguard, one of Usmal’s elite. The Thunderblade, the one who wielded Samira’s wrath. The Justicar’s Revenge, for my twin failures revolving around the Seraph. Reaper. The Assassin in Grey. The Storm Itself.

Yes, history paints me as something monumental. It always does, for killers. But as I tell this story, as I go back through my life, know that in that instant I was nothing more than a coward. A boy playing a game he didn’t understand.

A soldier following orders.

-

Thankfully, I didn’t have blood on my sleeves when I left Kaeso’s office. My boots didn’t leave crimson footprints. There was no physical stain on me at all, and I’d killed enough people that the weight of it didn’t crush me anymore.

Eran, Juck, and Hazel knew what had happened anyway. I don’t know how, but they knew. Out of either kindness or foolishness, we didn’t talk about it. No need to discuss a mistake that was too late to fix and too soon to have healed. Juck punched me on the arm as we exited. It wasn’t playful, nor strong. It was grounding. Real.

Birds scattered as the doors opened. A particularly strong whiff of sage greeted us, unusual at this time of day. I suppose it was one of the many olive branches that the Archon would extend. Just like the others before them—and the ones to come after—it went unclaimed.

“Glad it wasn’t me in there,” Hazel remarked.

“It should have been. You’re the leader.”

“Kaeso doesn’t give a solitary shit about that, and I prefer it that way.”

“Why? Don’t you want …” I trailed off, trying to find the right word.

“The credit?” She let out a single, exaggerated guffaw. “Please, I don’t do this for prestige. Fame is a fool’s game. I’ll die unknown and be buried in an unmarked grave—and I’ve made my peace with that.”

“Then why do you do it?” I asked.

“I don’t know. A sense of purpose, most likely. The Vanguards need me but I need them. Without them, I’d be dead, and for no reason at all other than that’s the way the world is. Maybe I could have been an Inquisitor, or if I had met the wrong people, an assassin. Skullduggery and shadows have always called to me. I can’t sew, I can’t cook, I can’t swing a hammer, but I can step silently. I can follow a mark for miles without him ever feeling a chill. I can steal, I can fast-talk. I can kill. The Vanguards let me do that and they let me do it with honor.”

“As much honor as those skills allow,” I said.

She nodded solemnly at my quip. I suppose every joke has a kernel of truth.

“I came here to get stronger,” Eran stated, filling the silence. “Redlin knows this, but there’s someone I have to kill. I’ll do what I have to, but that’s my one priority in life.”

Hazel scoffed. “Revenge is the only motive more foolish than prestige.”

“Then I am the biggest fool in the world.”

A breeze blew. Leaves and sage danced on the wind, a collection of lovers in tandem being whisked through the world without a passing thought.

“When the time comes, Eran, I’ll help you,” I offered.

“I walk this road alone.”

“If that’s your choice, I can’t stop you. But if your road leads you through the Black, I will be beside you, if you want it. You know as well as I do that my soul is stained. Helping a friend get revenge will hardly mar it farther.”

“You are both fools,” Hazel said. She saw Juck and corrected herself. “All three of you. Fools to the last.”

I smiled in the face of it. “That’s what happens between brothers. Bad decisions, worse execution, but still, we stand by each other, even as the plans go to shit and the flames start to rise.”

“Taking pride in being willfully ignorant does not diminish the fatuity.”

“It’s a large tab, but paying it off is for another day.”

“Of all of them, I never took you for a fool, Juck,” Hazel said. “Why are you here, anyway?”

Juck shrugged. As valid a reason as the others.

“Fools. The lot of you.”

Four fools walked in the sunshine. They laughed at each other and with each other while they ignored the blood that flowed in their wake.


Chapter 37 - Soldiers Following Orders

We did a few more missions for the Seraph, which I’ll skip over. Most of them revolved around removing those who dared dissent against Reign’s will. That included those who vandalized the church, those who slandered Reign’s name, and, of course, those who asked questions.

As with any new regime, it started with those without the resources or the stature to fight back. The people who wouldn’t be missed. The people who had little to lose but nothing to gain.

As with any new regime, it started with the poor.

Every day we’d go into Lower City. The targets were always specific malcontents who were raising ruckus and couldn’t be tolerated. Kaeso demanded it, the Archon and Asher excused it.

We committed it.

I took away an old woman who helped run an orphanage. A young woman who had her life in front of her. A father who had to pry his own daughter from his leg. I took them away with harsh words. Orders. A fierce look. A threat. Violence.

I took them away in chains.

How willfully blind we were. How willfully blind I was.

Every time I’d tried to rebuke society—to rebel against those in power—I’d only made things worse. I told myself that if I tried again it’d be more of the same. The single change would be that the Vanguards would be in a weaker position. And after all, we were the good guys, right? The ones who stuck to justice and protected the realm from evil. That was us, just, ignore the cries of the imprisoned.

So I followed orders. I arrested men and women who had never committed a crime. I broke apart families and acted as Kaeso’s tool. After all, if not me, then who? At least I felt sad about committing atrocities. Surely, that absolved me from my sins, even as they were actively committed.

And now, the demands of time force me to sentence them to one last indignity. I simply don’t have time to go over each arrest. Each name. Each soul. They deserve to have a monument built, to have their names carved into stone in not only remembrance but as a warning to those in the future. There will always be evil in the world. There will always be inequality.

There should never be this sanctioned prosecution. Not from any form of power that claims to care about the citizens.

Alas, this is not their story. As I’ve said, they’ll suffer one final, casual dismissal. Time makes its demands, and the annals of history have never cared about the suffering of the masses.

-

When they go unchallenged, tyrants get bolder.

Juck and I were sparring when Asher showed up.

“Who does he want this time?” I asked, not even bothering to stop our duel. Kaeso’s wanton demands were a constant and no longer constituted an excuse to stop training to hear them. I ducked under Juck’s strike and waited to hear which evildoer we’d be apprehending. “Ali, the kind–hearted”, “Nicole, the joyful”, “Dure, the father”, or “Faron, the ever-giving”. Maybe we’d be lucky enough to go after “Phillip, the blind man who is also the kindest to have ever existed”.

“Wiles Munk.”

I nearly sliced Juck—who almost nicked me—when we heard the news. Our swings carried through even as our feet and bodies stopped in place. Violence is a habit we’d developed, but I suppose self-preservation was not.

Rohan’s father. I could hardly believe it. Rohan was nearly a brother to me, sharing both origin and a tumultuous relationship that always seemed to mend, but one thing we shared above all else was a disdain for his father. Rohan should have had a life pursuing his paramour within Fymdell and forming strategies alongside great generals, instead his father had discarded him. Gare had finished the boy, but Wiles had done more damage than those black spears ever could.

“Wiles Munk?” I asked.

Asher nodded.

“The head minister of coin?”

He nodded again.

“One of the most important men in Usmal?”

“That’s the one.” He took a nip from his flask. “Any other clarifying questions? ‘The one I’ve clashed with twice now? The man with a permanent sneer on his face?’”

“Yeah, Asher, I have one more. Why?”

He sighed and put the flask back in his pocket. “Because we’re fucked. The game’s been lost and the only winning move is to not play and to wait for a mistake.”

“And this is your way of minimizing damage,” I surmised.

“Yeah, kid. It is.”

It was my turn to sigh. The words hurt, but I said them. I meant them. By my bones and my teeth, I meant them.

“Asher, you’ve proven yourself more wise than me at every turn. Every mistake I’ve made, you’ve made it before and learned from it. You have more scars than me. You have more insight. I don’t think this is a good idea. Wiles is the definition of a miser, but if the Seraph wants him arrested? There’s a reason why, and we’re not asking that question.

“I think we need to push back against Kaeso, and we need to do it in a united front. I’ve voiced that a few times, and each time I’ve been not only rebuked, but I’ve made things worse. Now? I’ve accepted my place. It’s by your side. You’re our leader and I trust you. If you think this is the path of least misery for Usmal then I walk it gladly.”

My words hit him harder than any youthful rebuttal ever could. I think he hoped I was still a stallion: wild, young, and bucking anyone who tried to tame me. Maybe he hoped to find the boy who had caused chaos and shame at the Tribunal.

I don’t know what he hoped to find, but he found what he had helped shape. What he helped create. And that brought him shame. That’s how it goes for fathers.

“Kaeso wants you to arrest him,” he said in a quiet voice.

“Well, I’ll try my best to pretend I don’t enjoy that part, at least.”

He cracked a small smile. I saw the old Asher for just a moment. “If Kaeso hadn’t specifically requested you, I’d be the one doing it.”

“I may need help. Bastard is fat and mean.”

“He’s going to end up with two broken arms.”

“That depends on you. I’m going for the legs.”

Asher crossed his arms. “Shocked you’re not going for his cock.”

“If he wasn’t dickless, I’d consider it.”

“Speaking from experience?”

“Suppose not. Bastard did try and fuck me once.”

“Heard it was in public too.”

“At his son’s funeral. I know grief does strange things to people, but Reign.”

“You should have seen the goat farm after Dorian died.”

I paused. “Dorian?”

The color drained from Asher’s face. “I … apologies. I shouldn’t have said that.”

“Are you alright? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“I’m fine.” He paused, recollected himself, and squared his jaw. “Get ready to ruffle some feathers. I’ll see you outside.”

He left with urgency. Juck and I shrugged at each other and stepped out of the sparring ring. Hazel, however, stayed seated. She was like a statue. In a room dedicated to the improvement of killing, she occupied space like it belonged to her.

“You alright there, leader?” I asked. “I know I’m doing the arrest, but I don’t think you want to be the one to do it anyway. It’s a bit public. Not really your style.”

“Asher mentioned Dorian,” she said numbly.

“Aye. You knew him?”

“He was my first squad captain.” She looked as if she had gone numb, like she was in a trance. “He was a good leader. Capable, fair, caring. Made good calls and owned it when he didn’t. He sorta looked like you, Redlin, same black hair and black eyes.”

She tugged one of her braids as she relived the memory of him.

“I’d only been a Vanguard for three months—maybe four. We were hunting down a Reaper. It was rarer, those days, and it was my first one. They joked the whole way. I thought it’d be fine. What could happen? We’d faced so many obstacles in such a short time, and they didn’t seem concerned at all.

“Plus, Dorian was Asher’s son.”

Inhale. The shock of cold water. She kept going.

“You should have seen them together. Asher would cover for his mistakes, guard his flank. He was a guardian angel, and the protectiveness of fatherhood made him move faster than a man ought to be able to. But this time, Asher let Dorian go. Said that it was time for him to fly. Our confidence only grew as a result, and tripled when our squad ambushed the Reaper. It was thought out and well executed. The right people did the right thing at the right time. And it didn’t matter.”

“Dorian was killed?” I asked.

“All of them were. Except for me. The one who couldn’t follow through. I hid while they were slaughtered. I think he knew where I was, but he left anyway. I don’t know why.”

She paused and started massaging her palm, rubbing at the center of it. Like she was trying to erase an invisible stain. I suspect she has spent many hours trying to get that mark of shame off her skin.

I shuddered at her guilt, but I needed to know more. “What did Asher do, you know … after?”

“When I told him, he went white. I put a dagger in his hands—this very one you see here. I got on my hands and knees, and then offered him my neck. Told him to kill me for my failure. My cowardice. Instead he just took the dagger and left. Came back weeks later. Handed it to me, two messages clear.

“One: the Reaper was dead. Wasn’t quick, wasn’t pretty, and didn’t make anyone feel better. Two: if I was going to die for this failure, it’d be by my own hand, but Asher didn’t much care one way or the other to stop it.”

A stillness fell through us. None of us wanted to break it—and whatever words that would be said would be far less powerful than the silent understanding we had obtained—but it was something that had to be broken. The fleeting truce between opposed soldiers who didn’t want to kill each other, but the generals’ horns sounded out regardless.

I’ve always been the one to end peace. “That’s terrible, Hazel.”

“It’s life.” She sighed, and with that sigh, she turned back into the Hazel I knew. The cold, distant, silent killer. The woman with regrets unspoken. “Think you can do this one without me? Or do you need me to hold your hand?”

“If your assistance is as weak as your jibes, I think I’ll be just fine.”

“Go then. Take Juck, although you don’t deserve him.”

“I never did,” I said with a small smile. “But if we got what we deserve, then you’d be in a golden palace surrounded by music.”

A true smile of momentary, surprised delight came across her. “And you’d be dead in a ditch.”

“Only if it’s lined with virgins and gold.” She took a breath and had a wicked look in her eyes, so I cut her off before she could get it out. “Although, I wouldn’t know what to do with either.”

She scowled. “Get outta here.”

“Yes, leader.” I saluted and Juck and I left the sparring room.

We walked through the room of paintings, both of us pausing as we passed our favorites. He paused at one of Collum, a young man who joined the Vanguards without enough experience but clung on and rose the ranks anyway. I wondered if he felt like that. I wondered if we all felt like that.

I stopped at one of a man in red who had golden eyes. Majere, it was titled. While his skin was a pallid yellow and he had a villain’s sneer, the crimson theme and golden eyes couldn’t help but remind me of Mika. What I thought I had buried and left behind surfaced in a diluted wave of bitterness. Time had softened its edge, but nothing could erase it entirely.

It’s funny, I suppose, that as I looked upon the portrait of a man who had achieved much in a short time, all I thought about was a woman. If I had lived a long life and achieved the ultimate vanity of getting a biography made about me, Mika would be a footnote. One sentence. “Redlin had a dalliance with a girl named Mika at his time in Eilen.” That was the sum of it, and that would have been the level of interest the general population would have.

Why, then, did I think about her so much? Why did she visit my dreams and live in my nightmares? Why did I still look for her when I smelled strawberries or heard laughter?

Juck appeared by my side. He studied the painting as well. They couldn’t have looked more different—Juck and Majere—but there was something about them that made them reminiscent. The deadliness in their stance. Maybe the stoicness they exuded, or the refuted pain in their frowns. Or maybe it was knowing that both of them would be gravely offended if I compared them to each other.

“You know, I wanted a painting.”

Juck kept staring at the paintings, but his attention was on me.

“I wanted it so badly. Everything else was secondary to it. I wonder if I knew why I needed it so desperately. I wonder if I knew that deep down, my need for it would be the very thing that cost me my chance.” I sighed. Maturity coursed through me and I was merely its conduit. “Too late for one now. I’m hated by the Vanguards, the nobility, the church, the people. The Tribunal was a shitshow. Rohan is acknowledged as killing Gare with his dying breath. The Justicars were slaughtered.

“My failures are counted; my successes washed away. Maybe that’s how it should be for people in our position. Selfishly, I wish greatness wasn’t measured that way. I wish I wasn’t the way that I am. To a true Vanguard, things like that wouldn’t matter, but it does matter to me. I cannot deny that fact.

“I guess, Juck, I really just wanted to be someone worth remembering.”

Juck crossed his arms and nodded a few times to himself, a bit like a doddering old man hearing something he’d been told a hundred times before. He stopped and turned to face me. His arm was outstretched, his finger pointed at me.

“Be good.”

Juck spoke. Juck, the man whose voice I had stolen, spoke. The words were grated, muffled, distorted, and painful, but still. He spoke.

“Juck,” I said breathlessly, stunned by the development.

He poked me in the chest. Hard, like a knife.

“Be good.”

It was weaker this time. More painful. More determined. It felt like all the paintings around us were watching us, speaking the same message. “Be good.” The easiest, hardest thing in the world, made simple. It was both a demand and a plea.

I stood strong, resolution coursing through me. I was taken aback by his ability to speak and the meaning of the words, but I was determined to live up to the command. Inspired, even. It had hurt him to choke the words out, so I had to be worthy of that sacrifice. I stood up straight and breathed in life, purpose, and dedication.

Of course, it wouldn’t take long that I’d fail both Juck and myself, but in that moment, I was proud, good, and whole.

-

Asher was waiting for us outside. He smiled when we stepped out, a shit-eating grin of a man who hadn’t seen a loved one in a long time. The smile of a proud father.

It took all I had to not hug him. I wanted to be the son that he lost. To take away the pain that he had suffered. I always knew that this job had cost him much, I just didn’t know that it had cost him everything.

Instead of voicing—or acting upon—these ideals, I returned the grin. The rueful grin of the damned. The dice had been thrown, the cards dealt, and the drinks poured. Nothing left to do but go along with Kaeso’s maneuvers now. Any choice we had was taken away when Asher and the Archon refused to revolt with me. Some days, I resented them for it, but after Hazel’s story and that damned grin Asher had, I was ready to make some mistakes.

“Hazel staying behind?” he asked.

“Once you announced you were coming, she said something about refusing to work with degenerates.”

“Gets along with you just fine.”

“Maybe she refused to work for degenerates instead of with.”

“Tough life ahead of her. The people who rise to the top are usually arrogant, deceitful, or trying to please people who will never approve. All three of those have their own paths to degeneracy.”

“Which one are you?” I asked.

“Depends on the day. Sometimes I’m all three, sometimes I’m the noble, heroic captain they sing songs about.”

“The Laughter of Loss.”

He nodded grimly as if I had said something profound. “Shall we?”

“Lead the way, boss,” I said.

We went through the streets together. As always, Asher led in a way that pushed people aside with magnanimous grace. While the Vanguards’ reputation was mixed, Asher’s never was. He was like a king walking amidst the peasants. He could have spit at them and they would have thanked him for the blessing. A few of them would have likely drank it and called it the dew of the gods.

The smells of pies and roasted chickens were slowly replaced by the scent of money. Someone who hasn’t been around it long will try to tell you that money smells like metal—gold, silver, swords. Someone who’s been around it long enough will tell you that it smells like scales, sweat, and distrust. Someone who’s been around obscene amounts of it will tell you that it smells like nothing at all.

Despite my life of travels and glory, I’ve never had overflowing amounts of money. I’ve possessed baubles that people would have sold empires for, but as far as being around piles of gleaming gold, that was never for me. I chased power in other ways. At least my evil acts were obvious. Oftentimes, the pursuit of money is one that involves deceiving people with less into giving it up. You tie a noose around their neck and tell them to jump, all with the promise that they’ll land safe and unharmed.

So, no, I’ve never had much sentiment for moneymakers and moneylenders, but it’s where Rohan’s father’s life’s work resided. I took a small bit of pleasure that I was striking against him. Even if it was at Kaeso’s behest. It was too late for regret anyways—so I may as well get what enjoyment I could out of it.

“Think the people will like us after this?” I asked Asher.

He scoffed. “Not a chance in hell. The people who like this will give credit to Kaeso. The people who don’t will blame us.”

“I suppose that was always the nature of duty.”

A look of surprise crept over his face. “Normally, I’m the one urging you to keep your head down and cling to honor and responsibility.”

“You haven’t used the word ‘honor’ since I first joined, except when you called it the most useless thing in the world.”

“That does sound like something I’d say.”

“You also said that it burns when you piss and the only cure was for an old woman to spit on it.”

“That also sounds like something I’d say.” He took a nip from his flask and then offered it to me. I took a swig. While I drank, he asked, “No chance you can put on a grey wig and grow a pair of tits?”

I wiped my lips. “I suppose ‘duty’ is all about doing things you don’t want to for the good of your common man.”

“I trained you well. Now we just need an old-lady name for you.”

“How about ‘Asher’? It certainly gives off decrepit, ruined undertones.”

“Too rugged. ‘Redlin’, though, sounds perfect.”

“Too sharp. How about ‘Juck’?”

We both looked at Juck, eyes roaming over him like a pair of hyenas. He scowled.

“That’ll work,” Asher said.

We continued to banter for a moment, killing the time and ignoring the impending struggle as only soldiers and mercenaries can. Trauma often forces us to resort to humor. It’s the first line of defense—one that sparks joy and denies situations, one that doesn’t demand an admittance of weakness or pain. Jokes are the hummingbird that flitter through the branches of the tree of suffering.

But, jokes can only erase reality for so long. We managed to get a few more in before we stood in front of Munk’s estate.

The estate’s ceiling was polished white stone, made of something either resistant to the weather or easily cleanable. The windows, doors, and banners also had the same cleanliness. Nothing about the house screamed power, or stature. No overabundance. Other than the family crest of two fish on the tapestries that lined the building, there were no signs at all that one of the richest men in Usmal lived here. Maybe it was just my run-ins with the man that had made me expect something else, or maybe it was his status. Sometimes when someone gets too rich, they feel the need to show it, and Wiles Munk had both the capital and the ego. There should have been gold on everything. Jewels everywhere. Overcompensations on every inch of their clothing, home, and effects.

The estate wasn’t that. This was understated, but expensive. Quality work. A statement instead of a shout.

Looking at that building, I knew this arrest wouldn’t go well.

“Shall we?” Asher asked.

I acquiesced, climbed the stairs, and knocked thrice. Heavy knocks. The knocks of those with power bringing bad news and pain.

An old man with white wisps of hair answered. I found that I wished he hadn’t, or that if he had, he’d said, “Master Munk is out of the estate and won’t be back for weeks.” Instead, he understood exactly what was happening and responded accordingly.

He tried to slam the door shut.

I got a foot in, preventing the full slam. Next, I threw the door open. I didn’t mean to use overwhelming force, but in my resignation to blind duty, I had. Papers went flying as a whoosh of air came in—the gust of wind that accompanied it resembled an Aether blast. The butler, who had been clinging on to the door handle, was thrown backwards. He was a white leaf dancing on autumn’s breeze—until he landed, at least.

The old man yelped in pain, summoning the defense.

House guards swarmed in from four different hallways. Staff scurried away from the door but still in sight. A party of nobles descended the stairs, spearheaded by Wiles Munk. Asher, Juck, and I stepped into the lobby.

“What’s going on here?” Munk demanded.

“Wiles Munk.” I said the name loud and clear, like a man reading from the Tome. “On crimes against the church and Reign, you are to be arrested and brought before the Seraph.”

He turned a shade of red I hadn’t seen before. “You ignorant little pest. What is this? Some sort of revenge after you embarrassed yourself at my son’s funeral? Was the disrespect you gave my son not enough of an attack on all that is good? This … this knavery will not stand. I rebuke your attempt and demand you leave the premises at once.”

“Can’t do that, Munk. You’re coming with us.”

Guards stepped closer, each with a hand on the hilt of their sword. Six in total. Not nearly enough.

“If these men attempt to touch me, kill them,” Munk commanded.

“Anyone who doesn’t step away from him dies,” I countered. The guards stood ready. “Perhaps you don’t know who we are. I’m Redlin of the Wolves, slayer of Reapers and Herald of Samira. I’ve cut down men by the hundreds. Behind me is Juck of the Wolves, my brother and my equal. Behind him is Asher, leader of the Vanguards. The Laughter of Loss. The deadliest man in Usmal.

“If there were more of you, you could maybe take one of us. Not Asher, but Juck or I, maybe. But all three of us are here, and you are only six. If you value your lives—or if you have family who value your lives—step away now. Death comes for all of us, but it comes for you now.”

They all backed up. A few faked coughs, a few were brazen in their surrender. Wiles fumed, stomping the stone stair he stood on. It echoed in the lobby. One guard flinched, but that was the total effect. A child’s tantrum that fell on deaf ears.

I shrugged and offered a taunting smile to the guards and the nobles. Their armor, their swords, their finely trimmed hair and faces—none of it mattered in a contest of violence. I could have taken them all with a dagger. They knew it and I knew it, but I still wanted to prove it. It was a passing fantasy—and not one I’m particularly proud of—but it was there.

That desire peaked when I was inches away from Munk. He spat at my boots and snarled like a caged beast. The most resistance he could muster. A pathetic display. An image of him reaching for a knife hidden up his sleeve flashed before me, followed by me dodging and cutting him down, his blood cascading down these fine stone stairs like wine. Alas, that fantasy too went unfulfilled.

I forced him to turn around and then tied his hands roughly behind his back. I’d hoped to enjoy that, but I found it empty. If this was the rush that Malcolm had gotten out of bullying Gare, then he had needed new vices.

“Let’s go,” I said with a sigh.

We began our descent when a door opened from an upstairs hallway. With slow, forceful steps, Cade Sinclair revealed himself. He stood over us, looking down like a judge examining the accused. A god judging his subjects.

“Redlin,” he said.

“Cade.”

“Running errands for him now?”

“I can deal with anger, but hypocrisy …” I broke off my sentence with a few tuts.

“Bold words from the one holding the ropes.”

“Bolder still from the one who refused to stand with me. You did not stand with me when it mattered. Do you blame the sailor for abandoning a sinking ship?”

“Is that what you are now? A pirate?” He crossed his arms and leaned against the corner.

“I am who I am.”

His face was downcast and he shook his head. “We should talk soon.”

“Don’t think we’d have much to talk about.”

“You’d be surprised. In the meantime, I’m going to have to command you to release that man.”

“Soldier I may be, but I do not take orders from you.”

“Asher!” Cade called out. “Tell our friend here to release this man.”

My commander smiled at that, wide and toothy. “Do as he says, lad.”

I rankled at it. They refused to stand against the Seraph with me, and now that I had relented, they were full of rebellion. It felt petulant and designed to hurt me. It felt like they had waited until I broke just so they could reveal their resoluteness.

“Kaeso ordered it,” I said, clinging to the feeling of being betrayed.

“You heard your boss, boy,” Wiles grunted out through gritted teeth. “Let me go.”

“Redlin,” Asher said seriously. “Let him go. That’s an order.”

“Let him go.”

“Let me go.”

Amidst the cacophony of orders and irritations, I saw a painting of Rohan. There were slight differences in the painting compared to how he looked in real life—notably a steeper jawline—but it was him. His visage faced to the left and the background was black. A mourning painting.

Maybe it was merely superstition, but I felt Rohan through that painting. He was encouraging me to be smart. To learn from the Tribunal, from his funeral. From all the times I lashed out in rage, all the way back to when Malcolm and I fought at the Trial of Cold.

I breathed in. Breathed out. Anger came in, its taste red and loud and bitter. Forcefulness came out. I harnessed that anger and knew that now wasn’t the time. It’d be a fuel that would burn this country down, a blade that would sever the head of the nation. I didn’t know that at the time, but as I reflect in this last memoir, I see it plain as day.

It pained me, but I let Wiles go. I even resisted the urge to push him down the stairs. I walked past him without a word. He said some things, but I didn’t hear them.

As I passed Asher and Juck to leave, Rohan’s painting smiled at me.

“We should talk. Soon,” Cade repeated.

Without turning, I gave him a flippant wave.


Chapter 38 - A Moment of Introspection

Things were strained between Asher and me.

I hate myself for that. Asher had suffered deeply long ago, but he buried his loss and soldiered on, still carrying the hurt and the scars—just not letting anyone see. He was a grieving father who wanted nothing but the best for me and the country. It shouldn’t have been possible for him to continue to try this hard. To be present. The loss of a child is a pain that breaks most people.

No, that’s not fair. The loss of Dorian did break Asher. You could see the sadness in him when he thought no one was looking. The resignation. The way that he looked at his flask like it was a headstone.

He was a broken man who held himself together through sheer tyranny of will.

Besides, it was doubly unfair to judge him given the situation. He was playing the game the best he could—rebelling in a silent, effective manner. His refusal to say “Fuck you” to Kaeso’s face I took as cowardice; his working behind the scenes I took as spiteful. If I had been wiser, more patient, more tenacious, or more understanding, I’d have seen it for what it was.

But I wasn’t. I was a child who was kicking the table and scattering pieces while the adults played chess. And I considered myself grown. If you hate me or think I was a prideful boy who thought he knew more about the world than he did, I don’t blame you.

Looking back on my mistakes, I can see why it all happened. I had been dropped off at a military academy. Sold for a sack of silver. That sort of development has deep, deep effects on a person. A fair number of adults are just bigger children still doing whatever they can for mommy and daddy’s love. Others hate their caregivers to such an extent they tear down anything even reminiscent of them. Common sense be damned. Self-improvement be damned.

At some points in life, I belonged to the former category. I strived to be someone important so I could be worthy of love, someone who couldn’t be thrown away. Like my brother and sister. Whatever traits, skills, or potential they had that I didn’t, well, I could simply work my way to it. Then I’d be worth something.

At other points, I was the one who lashed out. It was a brittle, self-flagellating armor, one designed to never let me be hurt again. You can only be hurt by those who love you. Only backstabbed by those you trust. I set myself aflame so that no one would approach.

Sometimes—most of the time—I was both. A young man pushing everyone away and cursing himself as he did it. I needed bonds but I was never strong enough to be vulnerable. I thought that never letting anyone in was a sign of strength. Of resilience. If I had been able to strip myself of that armor, things could have gone differently. I could have connected with someone. Been vulnerable. Human.

But I wasn’t, and they didn’t.

-

“Two,” Eran bid.

“Four,” Hazel followed.

Juck held up one finger.

“Four,” I announced.

We sat around a table playing Nomination, a card game that involved bidding and stealing. While it rewarded aggression and boldness, it rewarded accuracy above all.

Eran led off with a strong card, trying to win his two hands early. Hazel immediately dashed his hopes by playing a stronger card.

“Fuck you,” Eran complained.

“You let me win this round and I’ll consider it,” she responded.

“You’d never fuck a man who was weak enough to lose a competition for the hope of laying with you,” I said.

“And I’d never fuck Eran, but no need for us to tell him that,” she chimed in.

Juck threw in a weak card and I added one in after him. “I might, if he lets me win this next round.”

Hazel took the winning hand and continued her aggression. Juck and I both played under it again, leading to Eran considering the pile with an analytical eye. Finally, he overplayed Hazel, winning the hand.

“For the record.” He scooped up the cards and started the next hand with a weaker one. “I could have let you win that one.”

“I may just fuck you yet,” Hazel said as she tossed in a card.

“Please. I’d rather fuck Juck. He’s the least annoying of the three of you.”

Juck winked at him.

“I take it back,” Eran grumbled.

Tossing in a trump card, I took the pile and then led off with the strongest card I had, hoping to go on a run and get my four. Eran and Hazel both tried to hide scowls as they threw in strong cards that couldn’t beat mine, but Juck merely smiled as he upped the cards and won the hand.

“Is it because I didn’t offer to fuck you?” I asked.

He shrugged and started a new hand.

The fun was busted up by Asher, who came in wearing a dingy brown cloak. He had another one just like it draped over his arms like a sleeping princess.

“Redlin, with me,” he commanded.

“Just me?”

“Just you.”

I placed my cards on the table, mildly pleased to escape the game. I wasn’t going to win that round anyway. Damned Juck.

“Where are we going?” I asked as he led us through the compound.

“Put this on.” He handed me the cloak.

Donning it, I felt like a pauper, and for a brief moment, I was reminded of the clothes I had grown up wearing in the north. There were holes, stitches to repair those holes, and then tears in those fixes. This cloak even smelled like home. A perfect disguise.

As I put it on, I knew not to ask any more questions. Wherever Asher was taking me, I wasn’t to know until we got there. A friend once told me that “it’s better to do it than live in fear of it,” so I followed his instruction.

Hoods up, we walked through dusky streets. Most of the shopkeeps and vendors had shut down their businesses and their stalls for the day, although a few still hawked their goods. Warm, inviting fires and drunken chatter came from the bars and restaurants, and a nice breeze filtered through the streets. A single lutist played, a man with flaming red hair. His case was filled with silver, but he played on unaware of it. That was a man who played because he loved it. We all need to eat, but I know he would have played on even as the city burned.

“Focus,” Asher growled.

I brought my hood in a little closer and we whisked our way through the lingering people.

The scenery slowly changed as we went to the outskirts of the city wall. We were still in the nicer areas of Fymdell, but the quieter ones. Discretion was the supreme ruler of these streets. In some ways, it was a nicer version of Low City: whores abound, but they were called courtesans; drugs commonplace, but Pearl Powder instead of cork.

“This is it,” Asher said as we entered Azrael’s Wretched Wreaths, a bar marked with a man in a guillotine surrounded by a wreath of Solises.

Azrael’s was a clean-but-dingy location. The floors and tables had been taken care of as well as possible, but the boots and glasses of ten thousand drunks take their toll. Still, in spite of its squalid state—or perhaps because of—it was like a well-loved suit of armor that desperately needed replacing. It fit Asher like a glove. He led us to the back where the lights struggled to reach.

“What can I get you gentlemen?” a bigger old woman asked.

Asher, hood still up, slid across a golden coin. “A bottle of wine, three glasses, and solitude.”

She snuck the coin into her shirt and left. Moments later, she brought us the bottle and glasses before making herself scarce.

“What are we drinking to?” I asked as I uncorked the bottle.

“The future,” he said.

“Crypticness isn’t normally your forte.” I poured a glass for each of us. “Besides, the way things have been going, we’d be better off just dumping this wine onto the ground. Future doesn’t look too bright.”

“It never has.”

“Hence why we drink?”

“Some of us drink because of the past.”

“And I certainly am not drinking to that,” I said. “To the fallen.”

Asher nodded grimly. “To the fallen.”

We drank in silence for a little while. I resisted the urge to ask what we were doing and who we were meeting. The wine was nice enough. I’ve always preferred liquor, but for a dingy bar that was fit for assassins and thieves, it was a rather nice red.

“Here he is,” Asher said as a taller man—also hooded—entered.

“Gentlemen.” He sat across from us.

“You sure you wanna bring him in for this? He is a Herald, after all,” Asher said.

“I trust Redlin with my life.”

It took a second, but I recognized his voice, his frame. It was a bit of a shock, given everything that happened and where all the pieces lay. I still question why he chose to come, instead of sending a messenger.

Sitting across from us was Cade Sinclair.

“You?” I asked.

“Me.” Cade took one of the glasses and filled it. “I hope you understand the reason for the secrecy.”

“I don’t understand shit.”

“You didn’t think that we would let Kaeso do whatever he wanted, did you?”

“I was starting to think that, aye.”

“I’m sorry we didn’t support you during that meeting. We weren’t ready to put all our cards on the table quite yet. In fact, we still aren’t—but we are close.”

“Then what are we doing here?”

“Resistance.” He sipped his wine.

I refilled my own glass, chewing on the words. “And what does that look like?”

“It’s in the margins. Subtle pushbacks, quiet words at parties.”

“Effective,” I said sarcastically.

“Water chips away at stone over time. It’s not immediate, but it’s how rivers are born.”

“Stone is sedentary. Kaeso is a virus, and one that’s spreading.”

“I know. We are trying, Redlin, we are.”

Asher coughed. “It’s why we stopped Wiles’ arrest.”

“What’d Kaeso want with him, anyway?” I asked.

“If he’s gone, Kaeso controls the banks. Maybe not overtly, but the next person to take the job knows to behave or suffer the same fate,” Cade said. “But what we need to know is about the targets Kaeso has had you arrest.”

“And not my winning personality?”

“I did enjoy our travels during the pilgrimage.”

“Until the Reaping.”

“Until the Reaping,” he agreed. He leaned in, even though we were alone, and whispered, “I think Kaeso had something to do with it.”

“Why?” I laughed despite the situation. “He was going to win anyway.”

“I don’t know. I have the Inquisitors looking into it, but one of the Reapers you killed … he was someone we were tracking for a long time. Someone who knew Kaeso. We knew that he had gotten in with a group of them, but everything about that needed precision and planning. Plus, the increase in the amount of Reapers lines up with Kaeso’s own rise. They’re connected, I just don’t know how.”

“None of the people I’ve arrested were Reapers, I can fuckin’ tell you that much.”

“I know.” Cade took a heavy draw from his glass. “But there has to be some connection. Something.”

“They’re poor, mostly. People who spoke out against him, or those who sowed rumors. There was a prophet, though. He spoke … oddly.” I paused. This was a moment for truths, but they had betrayed my trust once before. “Kaeso personally executed him.”

“Personally?” Asher let out a low whistle. “Didn’t think the bastard had it in him.”

“I’ve been around killers for a little while now, and I can tell you this: that wasn’t his first,” I added to the lie.

“What did the prophet say?” Cade asked.

“He mostly just gurgled on the floor.”

He sighed. “What did he say that demanded his arrest?”

“A lot of nonsense. He said that he didn’t feel Reign’s light anymore, and that the prayers are going ‘somewhere else’.”

Asher scratched at his whiskers. “He’s not the only one who’s said that.”

“There have always been prophets who peddle incoherent messages. Malnourishment, head injuries, addiction, a need for fame … all of it can lead to projecting a meaninglessness that sounds profound,” I stated.

Asher finished his glass and then poured himself another. “The issue is that there’s multiple people, all saying the same exact thing.”

We all sipped in silence for a moment, weighing the situation.

“Glad we didn’t toast to the future,” I said.

“Might as well have just dumped the wine on the ground,” Cade added.

“You two are two sides of the same coin,” Asher stated.

“Around and around we spin, flipped in the air,” I agreed.

“And Usmal hangs in the balance, waiting to see how it’ll land,” Cade finished.

I raised my glass to that. “So, what now?”

“This next part is dicey,” Asher said. “I’m sending you and your squad to investigate a report of potential Reapers mining Godsbone.”

“Godsbone?” I asked.

“Shur can tell you more.”

“Alright.” I downed the rest of my glass. “Nice to see you again, Cade.”

“Redlin,” he said seriously. “When things slow down, I’d like to take you for a drink sometime. I feel a … kinship with you that I don’t often feel.”

“Things never slow down.”

I left Azrael’s, not caring if Asher followed.


Chapter 39 - A Lesson in Reaping

“This is Godsbone.” Shur sprinkled a small dash of white powder on the table.

Everything about it sounded like Pearl Powder when described physically. It was a fine, white powder, hardly distinct from other substances like Pearl Powder or sugar. I’d like to say that looking at it instilled a sense of dread or power, but it really didn’t. It was just there, no greater threat than a drop of water or a fleck off a stone wall.

“You recall when I sent you all to Limbo?” Shur reminded.

I nodded, resisting the urge to shudder.

“The black square you stood on was a square tablet of Demon’s Ink, surrounded by a white circle of Godsbone. A line of blood activated it, creating a Pathway and sending you to Limbo,” he explained.

“And the blue triangle?” Eran asked.

“That was Blue Jagrite—most commonly referred to as ‘Angel’s Tears’. Fairytales of old say that it helps ward off malignant forces that reside in Limbo.”

“Didn’t take you for the type to put much stock in fairytales,” Hazel said.

“Then you haven’t paid attention to me at all. Tales of old are not to be ignored and tossed aside. There’s wisdom there. Power.” Shur pulled a small black square from his robes and placed it next to the Godsbone.

“That’s Demon’s Ink?” I inquired.

Shur continued, eyes set heavily on the components. “Indeed. When you surround it with Godsbone …”

He spread the powder around the tablet in a circle, each of the square’s four points hitting evenly on the newly formed ring. A crackle of Aether was felt in the air before it dissipated.

“And to activate a portal, all you’d need now is a line of blood?” I asked.

He nodded again. “Yes. The technical word is a Pathway; what we have here is an incomplete Path. But yes, blood from point to point, cutting through the Demon’s Ink. Think back, Redlin—when’s the last time you saw this?”

I did, remembering blood and Husks. Rain and death.

“When the Justicars had been stolen away. In the shack.”

Eran tensed up slightly, but Shur kept going.

“To Reap someone, you need to have the person on an incomplete Pathway, then you need to make the victim bleed. Finally, the Reaper needs to spill their own blood to complete the Pathway.”

“What happens next?” I asked.

“They go to Limbo together. What happens next, we don’t know. We’ve never been able to capture a Reaper alive, and there’s only been rumors of recorded firsthand information.”

“No one in the Vanguards has ever …” I paused, hoping Shur would interrupt so I wouldn’t have to voice the question. He did not. “… participated? People do awful things in the name of research, especially when they’re convinced it’s for the good of all.”

“If someone has—and that’s a big if—they’ve never come forth. Maybe one day long ago someone did, but that’s not a stain that can be washed away. If it was ever discovered that a Vanguard Reaped someone—”

“Not to mention, it’s fucking evil,” Eran interrupted. “You’ve seen what the body looks like after Reaping. You’re not just killing someone, you’re stealing their essence. Fuck reasearch. Fuck getting away with it.”

“Eloquently put. Theoretical concerns pale in comparison to the real-life implications,” Shur said.

I questioned whether that was true. Here we were, fumbling around in the dark and without answers when all we had to do was sacrifice one person. We’d have more information and an even stronger Vanguard, at the cost of one life. One life, for power and knowledge. Besides, they said that Reaping was worse than murder, but was it? The end result was the same.

That’s how I thought then. I know the answers now, and all I can do is hang my head in shame.

“Asher said that someone was mining it?” I asked.

“Yes. There’s a mountain called Plamus, near—”

“Near Atreid,” Hazel interrupted.

“Near Atreid,” Shur continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “That’s where the report is. If they’re mining it, they’ll be using it soon.”

“We’ll leave in the morning,” Hazel informed us. “Go rest up. They won’t go easy.”

We left Shur’s basement as he scooped up the Godsbone with reverence. As we left, though, something bothered me about the display. I felt like I had seen it before, but couldn’t place where.

My rumination caused me to bump into Erik. His never-ending scowl had disappeared when Kaeso took the Seraph’s title, but now that he was out of the cathedral, the frown had returned.

“Erik,” I said testily.

“Redlin,” he repeated my tone.

“Here to join the Vanguards?”

“I would never deign to bring myself that low.”

“And I thought priests lived to serve.”

“Serve, yes. Spy, lie, and kill? No.”

“If those are our only parameters then I’ll have to insist you join us: you’d be a natural fit.”

“Why Samira wants the likes of you, I will never understand.”

I shrugged at that. While I had a hundred jibes I could have countered with, the casual indifference to such a blessing would irritate him far more. Erik’s jaw set and his next exhale was an angry snort.

I took great satisfaction in it.

“Kaeso would like to see you,” he said finally.

“It will have to wait. We’re leaving in the morning. Vanguard business—lying, spying, killing. Important stuff, you understand.”

“I understand well enough. You seem to be the one who doesn’t. Kaeso wants to see you, and he wants to see you now.”

“It’s well into the night, Justicar.”

“And the Seraph calls still.”

I sighed. “Lead on.”


Chapter 40 - The Sun Behind the Moon

The chill in the nighttime air was in full force. The moon was bright, cold, and empty. Sometimes she whispers secrets and wisdoms; sometimes it’s the ivory reminder that we all die alone.

I didn’t give my surroundings much thought, nor did I give them to the impending meeting. Instead, I was more fixated on what Shur had shown us, on what it all meant. Some parts of me were sickened by the idea of going back to Limbo, while some took it as a challenge to be mastered. I considered myself a master of the blade and an expert in Shattering, so the next step on the quest for competency was mastering the liminal plane. I knew it. My dreams had told me, had shown me walking on those dead beaches with the reddened waters. I imagined myself as a solitary, cloaked figure, traversing that plane and leaving my mark on its dominion.

Hubris. Sheer, unrelenting arrogance.

It brings me more shame than I can express that I did become a master of that plane. Younger Redlin’s fantasies came true, but the cost was something that even that prideful bastard couldn’t have estimated. When people spit after saying my name—when they curse my very existence—they’re right to do so. In some ways, my path to becoming a Reaper started that very night.

-

While Kaeso’s embellishments in the cathedral looked excessive in the daytime, they looked positively overblown at night. The gold looked pale and hollow in the moon’s luminescence, the gems no more than children’s baubles. The only god here was one of greed The only prayers whispered were ones of selfishness. Sanctity had long since been choked out. Reign was dead.

I’ve never been one to bow before Reign’s holy light, but even I found this profane.

“Redlin!” Kaeso said happily, arms outstretched like a bird. He stood in front of the altar, back turned to Reign’s statue.

“Seraph,” I said curtly. “You called me here?”

“I did. We live in dark times, my son. You’ve seen it. The violence. The cruelty.”

Asher would have been impressed by the restraint I showed not lashing out at hearing “my son”, and then doubly so at my ability to not call out the hypocrisy.

Kaeso paused, most likely expecting an interruption. When I didn’t combat his words, he raised his eyebrows and continued. “We started off on the wrong foot. Trials and tribulations have placed us together. Fitting, in its own way, as you are Samira’s Herald. It was always fated that we would work in tandem.”

“Is that what we’re doing?” I asked.

“I like to think so. You and I, curbing heretical reach. What’s good for one is good for the other.”

“A pretty way to look at it.”

“What other way should I look at it? Some people look at the world and try to drag it down. They want to see ugliness and death. I don’t understand it.”

“Why bother trying to understand them? Empathy is the tool of the powerless.” I said it deadpan but hoped my sarcasm would register.

“Wise words. An inelegant concept that martyrs and the emotionally weak-willed cling to, all the while dressing it up as an elegant suffering.”

In one of the hallways in the back, something was being dragged. It was heavy

, by the sounds of it, and two men muttered and grumbled as they pulled. Kaeso didn’t even flinch.

“Where were we?” he asked as the sound disappeared into nothingness.

“Our partnership?”

“Ah, yes. Forgive me, so much weighs on my mind these days. What I need from you, dear Redlin, are assurances. There may come a day where announcements are made. If the Pantheon stands against the crown, who will you stand with?”

“I …”

I faltered in my words. Cade was my friend, but twice now he had abandoned me. He stood opposed when I made my proclamation of defiance, and he stood against me when I bowed my head and submitted. If friends couldn’t be relied on, what good were they?

Don’t misunderstand me; I bore no love for Kaeso. My skin crawled every time he spoke. I found his drivel, his decorations, his persona, his spirit, everything about him … wrong. Like an apparition that shouldn’t have existed.

But the Pantheon itself was an entire different thing.

I was sworn to Samira. Mika and Allesandra belonged to the godly path, as well as so many legends in the Vanguards’ paintings. Hadrian, Rake, Tellimuns, Thalia. All rode the line of two separate orders.

One face stood out particularly strongly in that collection of remembered visages. Dunmyer. Arguably the wisest man I’d ever met, and he had dedicated a life to the Pantheon. Even after the events of the pilgrimage, his faith in the gods never wavered. Maybe it should have, but that loyalty was deeper than any valley. Stronger than any mountain.

With that collection of names in mind, I nodded to Kaeso. Agreement. Surrender.

In trying to commit my soul to godliness, I’d condemned it. That small gesture was weighed down by a crown of misplaced idolization and a lifetime of propaganda, but I could have borne its weight. I could have held my head high and walked out. I could have stayed loyal to Cade, even though he hadn’t always stayed loyal to me.

In the end, it doesn’t matter. All I have are empty regrets. They’re not worth the ink used to write this, but they’re all I have.

“Did you meet with Cade tonight?” Kaeso asked.

“Yes,” I whispered.

He already knew; no reason to play the game or dance the steps. It was a lesson I’d learned from Asher—in his infinite wisdom—to only play the game when it was a winning move.

“Good boy. Good boy. Keep your eyes open. Evil lurks in every shadow.”


Chapter 41 - Worship

With the dawning sun, we left the city of Fymdell.

It was the last time I saw it at peace. People were slow to move that morning, like they knew what was coming and so they clung to serenity and sleep and beds while they could. A silent, mutually agreed decision, one made on a subconscious level.

I think about that morning, sometimes. I have a tendency to reminisce over my failures—a sort of masochism I’ve harbored my entire life—but that quiet morning is a nice memory. All the details remain clear to me: the flower vendor unveiling the purples and blues she’d harvested; a breadbaker showing the reward of his morning labor; a little girl with orange hair jumping from uneven stone to uneven stone.

Those sleepy streets would never be the same.

-

“These are the worst fuckin’ horses I’ve ever seen,” Hazel said.

It was ever rare to see her drop her facade of sweet innocence in front of strangers, but it was always glorious. The horsemaster stammered as he held onto the reins. Both he and the horse seemed equally outraged.

“Young lady—”

“Vanguard,” Hazel corrected.

“Lady Vanguard, these are the best of the stock we have on site—top-of-the-line horses.”

“This country is doomed, then, because I wouldn’t trust these nags for a leisurely country ride.”

“Doomed anyway,” the horsemaster muttered under his breath.

“What was that?” Hazel demanded.

“Nothing, lady Vanguard.” He righted himself after his mistake. The horse’s indignation remained. “Our more … premier horses were taken already. Church business.”

“Agents of the church took horses?” I inquired. “Why?”

“They didn’t say. Never been my job to ask, either.”

I shrugged. It was a fair answer.

“What would you do?” she asked.

Shrugging once more, I sighed and said, “I’d take what we can get. We can’t magically conjure better mounts. Sitting here doesn’t help us get to where we need any faster.”

“We’ll take them,” Hazel said.

The horsemaster whistled, sharp and loud. Two scrawny stableboys with shaggy brown hair came out. “Lucas, Clay, set up four horses for—” He stopped and turned to us. “How many days’ travel?”

“Six,” Hazel guessed.

“Six days’ travel.”

The two boys went to the task dutifully, eager to be out of their master’s sight. The horsemaster was equally eager to get out of Hazel’s sight, but he stood still as a statue. Two different approaches to fear of authority. The horse took the third approach with defiant indifference.

It was a hot morning, and the air stank as only stables can. Horses, despite their reputation as majestic beasts, shit a lot. Small wonder that the stablemaster was aggravated all the time.

The boredom from waiting for our mounts began to overwhelm me.

“Hey, Hazel.”

“Yeah?”

“Wanna hear a joke?”

Eran glared. “Absolutely fucking not.”

“I can tell the dentist one again.”

“Hurry up with those horses!” Eran shouted out to no one.

“So, these three men find—”

“Your horses, Vanguards.” The stablemaster opened the sliding door to let us in and see the beasts.

“Thank Reign for small miracles,” Eran said as he sauntered over.

“Next time,” Hazel said with a small smile.

My horse didn’t much care for me. I’ve never been good with the beasts and this one was no different. He was a burly, brown horse with a long white mane and an uneven gait. Maybe it was the fact that one of his legs was ever so slightly shorter than the other—or maybe it was his ill-suited attitude—but I agreed with Hazel that these horses were ill-bred and worse maintained.

Such is life in a doomed country.

The four of us rode through the day, taking intermittent breaks to keep the horses fresh. Anything involving Reapers was dire so we traveled as fast as we could, but this was a journey to be measured in days, not hours. You can only push something so hard or for so long before it breaks.

The countryside became more open as we got further away from Fymdell. Due to the proximity of both the city and the Great River, signs of fellow men were scattered throughout our travels, but never concentrated enough to cause concern. If there were bandits, then they would be few. If there were merchants, then they would be even fewer.

Our camp was a small thing with only a small fire. The night was as warm as the morning, and with the heat of the day’s ride, we were all irritable and ready for sleep. Or, at least, I thought so.

“Hey, Redlin,” Hazel said, her lower jaw the only illuminated part of her face.

“Yeah?”

“You wanna hear a joke?”

Eran groaned with the force of a thousand men.

I smiled viciously. “Yeah.”

“No, no. I’m putting a stop to this right now,” Eran interrupted. “Hazel, tell me something, literally anything else.”

She turned to me. “Just what did you do to him?”

“Some people have no sense of humor.”

“Bite me,” Eran lashed out. He inhaled deeply, and where I expected more retorts came instead a genuine question. “Let me ask something: what’s your opinion on Reign?”

“My opinion? I mean, he exists. What else needs to be said?” I asked.

“Much more than simple acknowledgement. I grew up worshiping Him,” Hazel said, the humor deflating from her words instantly. “Every day I’d wake up and express gratitude. Every night I’d go to sleep asking for more. Slowly, I drifted away. No dramatic event, just a gradual decline. I don’t go to the cathedral anymore. I don’t wake up and go to bed thanking Him. But I still think about Reign. When the night is darkest and the horrors of the past don’t let me sleep, I pray. When the worries of the future plague my days, I ask Him to wash them away. My most pious moments and my most fervent prayers came when I was suffering. That’s an ugly truth, but a truth all the same.

“I’ve seen a lot of dark shit in my life, but His light was always one that I could bask in. It’s just, well, I’ve lost the bravery to step in and bask in that radiance.”

“The Tome considers that one of the greater sins,” I said. My position was the factual one of a scholar’s, not the emotional appeal of a worshiper’s. “It says that considering your soul too blackened to be cleaned is one of the greatest examples of pride: ‘You, who consider your sin too great to be washed by Reign, overestimate your own soul and underestimate His sanctity.’”

“Then I am prideful.”

“Never too late to change.”

Hazel chuckled bitterly at that. “That mantra is what’s preventing me from changing. ‘Never too late to change’—well then why should I do it today? It won’t be too late tomorrow, or the next day.”

“One day it will be.”

“But not today.” She sighed. “Sometimes I think about going back, but it’s always ‘tomorrow’. If I knew I was going to die, I’d summon the bravery to face Him and be welcomed back with open arms. Nothing about that is scary or in doubt. All I have to do is ask. And I can’t. It’s like I’d rather sit in my own regrets than go back.

“You insinuated I was prideful, and I agreed. As I sit here and reflect, I can say this: it’s not arrogance, it’s cowardice.”

The surrounding trees shook with a soft breeze. Pulsating waves of sound from insects quieted in that moment, as if they too were listening to Hazel’s waxing lyrical. The world was her stage, but she finished her monologue with the stoic silence of kings.

“What about you, Eran?”

“I used to worship. Said my prayers, did my best to live by the Tome. On my darkest day—the day I needed Him—He was absent. If He wasn’t with me that day, I don’t see why I’d need Him on any others,” Eran said.

Anger dripped off his words. He tried to hide it but he’d done a miserable job in doing so. That’s how it always was for Eran.

“What happened?” I asked. It’d been a long time since he’d willfully expressed this much about his past, all the way back to when Yuna left us at Benro. Juck and I leaned in slightly, hanging on to each word.

He stared into the fire for a long time. The flames danced in his eyes, swaying and bounding and leaping on a brown canvas. His face was unmired when he finally spoke, it was as if his words came from a trance.

“Corvo.”

“No,” Hazel gasped.

Eran nodded to himself, eyes still set on the fire. Juck looked to me, hoping to glean information that I did not have.

“Corvo?” I asked.

Hazel opened her mouth then closed it again. She knew the tale—or the rumors, at least—but it was not her story to tell. Not her burden to bear. It was Eran’s, and Eran’s alone. He’d been robbed of much in his life, but he wouldn’t be robbed of this. Not on this night. Not as he gazed into a fire and saw his own past lighting up in flame.

“He was my brother.”

Hazel’s hand went to her mouth.

“That’s why I don’t worship Reign anymore. I begged for him to come down from his throne, cried and pleaded for divine intervention. If it had come as protection, I’d still worship. If it had come as smiting, I’d still worship. His response came as absence.”

The wood in the fire cracked and a collection of embers showered the earth. Like falling stars.

“And your brother, he …” I trailed off, leaving the question open.

Eran pursed his lips. He grappled with the question, then grappled further with the answer. Finally, he relented, and gave the smallest motion for Hazel to say it.

“He’s a Reaper. He Reaped his entire family, and then the neighboring village,” she said.

Eran was a statue as she spoke. Far away and deep down inside, he was a little boy screaming in a dark room.

“Of all his victims, he kept only me and my sister alive. He showed us our mother. Our father. They were emptied. Life and soul, ripped away from them, their bodies nothing more than sacks of flesh devoid of humanity. When I fell to my knees, he tossed my mother in front of me, her dead eyes looking up at me. He laughed when he did it.

“Then he told me something I’ll never forget. He said that we weren’t worth Reaping. That he wanted power above all, but the effort he’d have to spend Reaping my sister and I wouldn’t even be worth it. That I was a pathetic, powerless creature and that I should run far away.”

“You’re not,” I said. “You’re not, and you know you’re not. You’re a Vanguard. You catch criminals. You hunt Reapers. You’re not pathetic.”

“I know. I made myself this. I sold part of my soul to Odis and I’d sell the rest of it for a chance to put that man in the fucking dirt. None of this shit—none of you—matter to me. Only hunting him. That’s my life now.”

“What about your sister?” I challenged. “Does she matter?”

His anger washed away, back to the silent melancholy of the moon. “She’s dead. Corvo’s last victim.”

“I thought you said he left her alive.”

“He did. She took her own life.”

“Eran, I—”

“Save it. I told you that you remind me of him, do you remember that? And I fucking meant it. Sometimes I think you’re just waiting for a reason to become like him. You like the killing too much. The power. What lengths would you go to for blood? What sins would you commit to etch your name into the fabric of the world?”

He got up and turned away from the fire. Into the forest.

“Eran,” I said. He paused, waited. “When you go to kill him, I’ll be beside you.”

Eran didn’t respond, just walked further into the forest.

The wind stilled. The summer air was warm and heavy, like a blanket of ash. Any positivity had been snuffed out. Any further philosophical discussions had been killed in the womb. All that was left was to ruminate and choose between offering rage or sympathy. Eran, like men are trained and told to do, wanted neither on his behalf, but it was too late. The cut had been made; the blood had been offered.


Chapter 42 - Not Your Mountain

Eran returned before dawn. Regarding the events and discoveries of the day before, we said nothing to him, and he said nothing to us. His eyes were bloodshot, but focused.

I’ve always assumed he walked through the forest with tears in his eyes and hate in his heart. I know it’s not possible, but I still like to imagine that some sort of creature offered him comfort that night. That a spirit in the form of a doe or a bear offered an epiphany so profound that it changed his life forever. Realistically, he was ashamed of himself for even telling the story of his past, and that shame furthered the hate he carried in his heart—for both himself and the world around him.

I saw a brother in him. We were both just hurt boys who thought we could fix ourselves with violence. It was an unspoken mantra that we could wash our pains away with the blood of our enemies. Even as we sliced through enemies, we knew it to be untrue, and yet, we clung to it, as those with broken mantras so often do. Better to be wrong than empty. Better to walk in the wrong direction than stand still.

Yes, I saw a brother in Eran, and he saw a brother in me as well. Given his experience with his first brother, I can’t blame him for hating me. After all, his accusations would one day come true, and my own path is bloodier than Corvo’s ever was.

-

The rest of our nights on the journey were spent in silence. Occasionally, I’d try to get a conversation going, but they were listless birds that died in their nests before they could ever take flight. It suited the rest of them fine.

Travel was slow on those horses. What should have taken three days instead took six. Summer storms and rocky terrain made for slow progress. When it wasn’t raining, the sun came down in oppressive waves. The sun and the storm clouds dueled for dominance, but they only measured success by how much misery they could inflict on the lowly mortals who dared travel through their battlegrounds.

Hazel and Juck bore it stoically, but Eran’s aggravation rose by the day. He’d swat at flies without precision or even the hope of hitting them. A fruitless, frustrating exercise. Whenever he missed and the flies droned past with defiant buzzing, his anger would rise, which would make him swipe at the insects more, who dodged easily. On and on they went.

As for me, I took to singing softly to myself. Cassius, Petals for Armor, Orso’s Farewell,

, songs like that. Tragedies and slower songs. I’m not much of a singer but my party was morose enough to not discourage my melodies.

Slowly, the landscape changed. Signs of civilization began to dwindle. Paths became rougher, the land wild and more free. I found myself thinking that Mika would have liked it. She could have run through the fields and jumped over creeks, her red hair trailing behind her as she dashed to and fro in search of one ideal: freedom. All she had ever had was a lifetime in the ice. A lifetime bound. One afternoon of frolicking and laughter may have healed her soul, and if not, would have been a memory she could cherish forever.

Those are the best kind of memories.

I’ve lived a busy life. One full of battles, glory, blood, assassination. Fame and infamy. One steeped in Aether and held in the court of rulers and gods. The memories that keep me warm on dark nights are not about what inexperienced men deem as heroic. They’re about card games and drunken foolishness. The time Issaru dropped his bow over the walls of Eilen while showing off; the time Malcolm fell into a latrine we were digging and Rohan tumbled in after him during his fit of laughter. The time Mika and I drank strawberry wine and added voices to training students while they ran drills.

The best memories in life are the ones born of innocent foolhardiness. Laughter and wildness. I was lost in a memory of that unbridled romance, and then I remembered how she looked at me on the balconies of Eilen. Our final goodbye. A lifetime of love ripped away.

The bubble of whimsy popped and I too fell into crestfallen resignation. A wise man would have shaken it off. After all, it was a passing fancy. Nothing more. Why then, did it hurt so deeply?

-

We awoke under a red dawn.

Mount Plamus was close now, its peak no longer the looming finger of a distant giant, but the ruins of a dead city. The air was still. No birds sang, no insects droned. Clouds swirled around the epicenter, but did not form above it, as if they too knew that this was the land of gods and the ghosts they left behind.

The four of us began our approach.

Our horses didn’t like it. They nickered and shook their heads with every hoofprint. It was hard to blame them. There was something instinctively wrong about that place. Something unnatural. It was as if someone had brought a little bit of Limbo into our world and placed it here. A grey smear on a colorful canvas.

We steeled ourselves and pushed on.

Near the base of the mountain, we tied up our horses and journeyed on foot. They kicked and brayed and shook as we did it, but the end result was the same. Four tied horses, four Vanguards walking with a mix of determination and trepidation.

Finding the path was easy enough. Shur had told us that there would be one that took us into the bowels of the mountain. While the path was in a state of disrepair, it wasn’t necessarily hard to find.

It led us up a windy, gravelly route, about a third of the way up the mountain. We walked out in the open. There was no stealth. No protection. I can’t tell you why we thought there would be no one there—other than the feeling of stillness and death from Iberossi. It lulled us into a sense of security. The job would be easy: investigate the empty mountain for clues, then go to the nearest village of Liles. From there, maybe resupply and wait until the Reapers came back, maybe chase down some leads and hunt them on our terms. We didn’t expect violence that day.

We should have known better.

A few hours of hiking took us to a black crevice. It was wide, like it was the yawning mouth of Iberossi itself. Four, five people could have entered and walked side by side without touching. The frame of the opening was too intentional to be natural, but also too perfect, too smooth, to be human-made. It bothered me, but I said nothing. There was no need; we all thought the same.

Hazel shrugged and entered.

Darkness overtook us. I heard Eran rustling and fumbling for a torch, then he stopped, Hazel most likely putting a hand on him. While the four of us had approached the mountain brazenly, this part we took more carefully. Hazel always had good instincts.

My eyes slowly adjusted as we got deeper and deeper into the caverns. My fingertips brushed against warm stone and kept me steady as we moved. I wanted to hum Cassius—both to chase my imagined nightmares away and to let my team know where I was—but I resisted the temptation.

Clink.

All four of us halted. That was the sound of metal on stone. Of a pickaxe mining Godsbone.

“Knives,” Hazel whispered. “Redlin, take point. Eran, to his left; Juck, to his right. I’ll be behind. We stay one wingspan away from each other. No more, no less. No accidents, no mistakes.”

I nodded and took my position. A few hands grabbed my shoulders, made sure they were the correct distance. Without planning, fighting in the dark makes friends as big a threat as enemies.

We ventured deeper.

Clink.

It was closer now. Close enough that I could taste the dust in the air. Close enough that I could hear laboured breathing and the woosh of a pickaxe being raised.

Clink.

A rush of blue sparks showered down from the impact. Their illumination showed a man, older and hunchbacked, before they fell and returned to darkness. With a grunt, the miner brought the pickaxe down once again.

Clink.

I was closer then. Close enough that he could have seen me in that brief flash. He didn’t. He just heaved that pickaxe again. I held my breath and waited for it to fall once more.

Clink.

I rushed forward and tackled him. We fell in the blue embers, his pickaxe clanged alongside him. Like a bucking horse, he thrashed against me, but it was weak and ineffectual. Tired. Old. Not the strength of a Reaper.

I put my knife to his throat anyway.

“Stop,” I commanded, my whisper as rough and jagged as a dagger made of stone.

He thrashed again and I started cutting. It’s hard to cut a man’s throat without killing him when you’re in the dark, but I managed it. When you strike a fatal blow, they tend to expel their last moment with a burst of energy, then go limp. A man who is only wounded will go deathly still immediately.

“Try to move again, you die. Speak above a whisper, you die. Do anything I don’t like, you die. Clear?”

He snorted hot wind out of his nose. I felt his muscles tighten beneath me before they went lax. He nodded.

“Are there others?” I whispered.

“No.”

I’ve never been great at detecting lies, and it’s even harder to tell in the dark. Some people bear tell-tale signs: pupil dilation, fidgeting, increase in the number of breaths. But people are different. What’s true for one isn’t necessarily true for another. Identifying a man’s lie is no different.

“Call out for help then,” I challenged. “If anyone answers, you die.”

“He-help,” he said weakly, his voice hardly over a whisper.

“You can do better than that. Call out for help, say that you fell.”

“Help.”

“Louder!” My voice—nearly a shout—bounced off the cavern’s walls.

A moment passed where all of us waited, then came the lighting of a torch. It was from a cavern further on, not one of ours.

“Dad? You okay?”

A feminine voice, deep from within the mountain. One of the miners. Selb swallowed spit and his muscles braced.

“Ah, ah.” I pushed the knife deeper into his neck. The flame was getting closer, the orange illumination making the deeper paths glow. “Tell her to extinguish the flame.”

“Just a tumble, Quella.” His words were shaky and scared. “Snuff that light out.”

Quella came on still. That orange light heralded death, ours or theirs. Breaths were sucked in, knives held differently to be thrown. We were a piece of stained glass that was waiting to be broken.

“Put out that torch!” Selb begged. There was too much pain in his voice. Too much desperation. Quella came on even faster.

I often wonder about this moment. There’s a lot of justifications for why it went so poorly. We were investigating Reaper activity—the source of one of their critical resources. It was in a dark cave. We were sanctioned for lethal force. Sometimes, shit just goes wrong.

Those are factual, well-formed justifications. No historian can look at this account and blame us as ill-intended. Neither can you. Neither can the Archon.

They don’t change the way I remember the knife tumbling end over end as it sailed from Hazel’s hand. They don’t change the image of the hilt of the blade sticking out of the young woman’s forehead like a horn. They don’t deafen the sounds of steel scraping skull or the wailing of Selb’s cries.

The man beneath me surged with strength before he went limp. His scream turned into racking, blubbering sobs. The tears of a man who had lost everything; the tears of a father who had lost his daughter.

As Selb cried, another rounded the corner. He walked on silent footsteps. His boot snuffed out the torch that burned on the ground.

Then the crackle of Aether burned.

I summoned a shield of moderate strength and held it in front of me, just in time. The newcomer’s Aether fell upon us like waves hammering a boat at deep sea. Selb rocked against me, his only desires being his death and mine, but I protected us, regretting it even as I did it. Mercy would have been to let him die alongside his child.

But we did not have time for mercy.

I couldn’t see what form the Aether had taken, but I tasted the shadow in the air. The necrotic death. Blackness made manifest, night that had formed and come back darker still.

This was a Reaper we were fighting, and we were doing it in the dark with no plan.

His initial burst had broken my shield and sent me back, throwing me against the walls of the cave. Eran groaned a few feet to my right. Hazel and Juck were silent.

“Kill them! Kill them all! Make them suffer!”

The anguished cries of Selb. The Reaper was more than happy to oblige.

Another wave of Aether came about. I held up a weak shield, hoping that the distance between us would lower the damage so I could preserve some Aether. It was the wrong call: my shield instantly broke and I was once again pushed against the wall—this time with such force I was worried I’d be crushed to death.

A moment’s reprieve. I rolled to my hands and knees and started to scurry down the path blindly. Like a rat.

A third crackle of Aether came, but this time shadow did not come with it. Hazel had brought forth a lit flame, illuminating the cave for us to see everything clearly. Juck, Eran, and I laid up on stone while Selb crawled to the dead woman; the Reaper and Hazel faced each other.

She extinguished her fire. Blackness took over once again, and the shuffling of feet was all I heard. Twin crackles rose. Blaze met shadow in flashes. The darkness always won out but never finished the job. Hazel was constantly moving, a bird darting through branches. Not just any bird—a phoenix. Just when I thought she’d been eliminated by spears of black and waves of death, she’d rise in grand flame, igniting and filling the cave with orange heat.

I was transfixed and unhelpful. It was like watching a duel between master fencers. The entities of fire and darkness were slamming against each other. Life and death clashed. How could someone in attendance take the stage and stab one of the duelists in the back? Where was the honor in that? How could such beauty exist in anything but a painting, and how could I end it?

All that respect was shattered hearing one grunt from Hazel. Whether it was pain or exerted effort, I was reminded that I had power too. That I didn’t give a fuck about “honor” or “beauty”. Hazel’s glow lit the cavern enough for me to see the Reaper and I fired off a gale. He turned, blocked it, and responded with a ray of his own. The amount of power in that ray was enough that it coated your mouth and left you retching acrid bile for weeks.

A thin ray of fire pierced through his chest.

It was the width of a dainty finger. A barely perceptible string of orange. Utterly precise, and it went right through his heart. His robes went up in flames and he started screaming.

Hazel let him burn. He was shouting and thrashing and roasting, but the only safe Reaper is a dead one. When he finally stopped, she stood over the smoldering flames and sliced his throat for extra assurance.

We all caught our breath as we recovered from the onslaught. Panting, Hazel nearly fell over as she leaned against the cavern’s wall. Juck, Eran, and I rose to join her and continue our expedition.

“Well, that was exciting,” Hazel said.

Selb started screaming again.

He was over the corpse of the girl that Hazel had thrown a knife into. He pleaded and begged, demanded and sobbed; his prayers were muttered with blubbering lips and his offerings with fervent spirit. None of it mattered. It never does with death.

Death is a cruel, greedy mistress. Some painters depict her as a mercy. Storytellers invoke imagery of the ferryman gently guiding souls into the next land. The Tome offers a place in Reign’s land. Some see it as an escape; others, a kindness. A soft and gentle end. A blank canvas after a period of chaos and swirling colors.

Those people have never seen a man with mere seconds left to live begging for water. They’ve never seen the light leave a woman’s eyes. They’ve never seen a father hold on to their daughter’s body saying, “Daddy’s here, it’s okay, Daddy’s here.”

You want to know about death? Don’t go to the painters with their beautiful works. Don’t go to the writers waxing poetic. Don’t go to the priests, to the people who sell pretty lies.

Go to the soldiers. The doctors. They’ll tell you that death is an ugly, ugly thing. A scarred creature to be fought against with everything humanity has to offer.

Perhaps it’s ironic that I’m the one telling you this. I’ve bled the world dry and ended so many lives that a count would be near impossible. Death is a cruel mistress and I her faithful servant. But who is better able to tell the indignities of the master than the vassal? Who is more equipped to warn of the evils of drink than the alcoholic? Who knows the harrowing regret of bloodied knuckles more than the man who hears violence’s whispers?

As I watched Selb cry over that body, I felt a pang of guilt. An echo of all the lives that I had taken. They all had families too. Lovers. Friends. Names. They were alive, and even though the world went on unperturbed when I cut them down, they had been alive. Were the bandits I cut down in the forest so different than Rohan? Was the assassin in the alleyway so different from Nu’uk? Their funerals would have had tears and laughter. Pain and closure. Instead, they had parents and friends wondering what ever happened to them, and hoping they were safe.

We probably could have reached Selb in time to prevent his suicide.

He wasn’t that far, and his fumbling for his knife took long enough. Shouting, throwing, even a burst of Aether to the hand … all of them were valid options. Instead, we all stood there and let it happen. He slit his throat. As he fell, he wiped blood over his daughter’s face, and he smiled. I think he thought he was trading his life for hers, but as I already said: death is a cruel, greedy mistress.

-

The cave had no other occupants. Three bedrolls, a week’s worth of rations, a document with tallies, and a fistful of silver. We hoped for letters—or better yet, survivors—but found scarcely little. How long had all three worked here? How much Godsbone they had collected? A bigger mystery still was who they worked for. Were Selb and his daughter forced into this, and if so, by who? Where did the Godsbone go?

Scores of pointless questions and hypotheses accumulated, all as worthless as the ones that came before and the one that came after. As pointless as scholars guessing at the origin of the world.

There was a barrel—filled about a quarter of the way—with Godsbone. How long it took to mine that we also didn’t know.

“Well, at least Asher will be pleased that we stopped the operation,” Eran said.

“Did we? We killed two miners and a Reaper. I have a tough time imagining we did anything but delay them,” I said.

“Well, Hazel killed the minor,” Eran quipped.

“And the Reaper, which I’d count as the major,” she shot back.

Puns. About the death of a child.

I’d like to say that I rebuked them and gave a rousing speech that made all four of us better human beings, but you know me well enough now to know that didn’t happen. I didn’t defend Gare from Malcolm and Rohan. I wouldn’t defend the dead. While their jibes struck an ill chord inside me, I danced along to the tune all the same. The coward’s dance.

-

We left the cave and the bodies as they were.

The only thing we took was the Godsbone—split into pouches between each of us—just in case their allies—or employers, if that’s what they were—returned. No reason to leave a resource like that for our growing enemy.

Night had begun its descent and a dusky blue sky greeted us. Normally when you escape a cave’s tight grasp, you breathe in beautiful air and feel a sense of freedom. A cave is a cramped, constrictive thing, and freeing yourself from those shackles to embrace the sky and the wind is supposed to be like shedding armor after a long battle. Not that day. Not on that mountain. Dead, still air and an unnatural quiet persisted.

I led our trek down the mountain. Hazel and Eran debated about music and which bard was the best they’d seen. A pointless, inane conversation—and one that had no right to annoy me as much as it did—but one that I didn’t stop.

Chatter came to an abrupt end when we walked up to the horses.

They were dead. Their throats were slit and they lay crumpled on the ground, their roped necks reaching towards the sky like a half-clenched fist. Dead, black eyes, eyes like my own, looked towards those somber heavens, one question inscribed into them: why?


Chapter 43 - Bombastic Children

“What the fuck?” Eran vocalized what we all felt.

“No tracks.” Hazel was investigating the surrounding rocky terrain. “Whoever did this approached on foot. Horses have cooled, too. This wasn’t recent.”

“Nothing stolen off of ’em either,” I said.

“What the fuck?” Eran repeated.

“We weren’t followed,” I continued. “Lotta open fields. They’d have to have followed a day or more behind us, which wouldn’t leave enough time to come and do this.”

“What the f—”

“Eran, be useful or shut the fuck up,” I commanded.

“They must have been guarding the perimeter,” Hazel surmised, unperturbed by Eran and me.

“Or waiting for us.”

“Conspiracy?” Eran asked. “Who else knew we were coming?”

“Asher wouldn’t have done that,” Hazel said.

“Agreed. Neither would Cyn’se. I wouldn’t suspect anyone in the Vanguards,” I chimed in.

“Then who?”

I crossed my arms, knowing they wouldn’t be happy with my thought. “The one who has eyes and ears everywhere. The one who thrives the most on chaos.”

“Kaeso?” Hazel theorized.

I nodded slowly.

Eran guffawed. “You’re obsessed with the man. I know wives who think about their husbands less than you think about Kaeso.”

“Never met a wife who hated their husband as much, though,” Hazel added as she cut the ropes that held the horses’ heads up.

“You don’t know enough wives.”

“He’s the most likely one,” I insisted.

“Maybe,” Eran allowed. “But you blame him when the sun rises and when it sets. You blame him when it rains and when your own mistakes bite you in the ass. At night you blame him for making you drink then you blame him for your hangover in the morning. You have to stop assigning unjustified blame.”

I chuckled bitterly. “Bold words for a man who blames his brother for everything. You tell me to be responsible for my decisions when you’re the puppet whose strings are being pulled by the echo of events long forgotten.”

His hands fell to his dual blades. “The hypocrisy never ends with you, does it? You call me a puppet but you’re so desperate to chase away your bitter past with acknowledgement that you’d strike down anyone in the way of it.”

“Boys,” Hazel cut in. “Whatever dance for male dominance this is, end it.”

“Stop talking, Hazel. Redlin races towards destruction; you’re more than happy to lazily float towards it. You call yourself a leader but you refuse to do anything more than silently follow orders.”

“Only one of us here has their hands on their weapons,” I said.

His eyes narrowed as his face contorted to a glare. “You’re the one whose heart is never far away from bloodshed.”

“If that’s true, then you’re making a bold decision by threatening me. Think of all the times we’ve fought. Have you ever won?”

Eran spat at me, the phlegm landing on my boots. I put my hand to my own sword. Hazel and Juck gave us distance, backing up until they stood amongst dead horses and dead trees.

The two of us began to do the slow circling of sharks analyzing their potential prey. Eran began that dance and I matched both pace and intent. I don’t know why humans have an unspoken understanding about that being the way duels start, but it’s old and respected. A ritual spoken in the original language: the language of violence.

Swords leapt from scabbards.

Long, wide circles. Sideways steps. Focused eyes and held breaths. We did two full rotations. I was hoping that Eran would relent; he was hoping I’d charge in. He had started this fight, but if I swung first then anything that came after was justified by self-defense.

Though I had added fuel to the fire that was Eran’s rage, I looked at him and paused. I didn’t see an obstacle to destroy or a young man in need of humbling. I didn’t see something that could be beaten by swords.

What I saw was a reflection of myself.

All the times I had lashed out and pushed people away. The fight with Lyra on the stairs, the bickering with each and every Vanguard I had worked with. Mord, Rohan, Eran, and Asher. So many names. Malcom and I nearly killing each other during the Trial of Cold. So many moons ago. So many deaths.

I did not feel pity like I thought I would. It would have been justifiable for myself and vindicating for Eran, but it wasn’t there. Try as I might. Instead, I felt acceptance—both for him and for my own transgressions. Those failures littered my past like corpses on a battlefield.

We circled each other, mirrored in both action and mindset. He was no better than me. I was no better than him. Equals.

I did not want to be equal to Eran.

I wanted to be a better man.

The thing about choosing to be a better man is that people portray it as a thunderous decision after a lightning strike of an event. A parent holding their child for the first time, the death of a loved one. Somehow, someway, people imagine the birth of an iron resolve, of a moral armor that will never be stripped or discarded. But being better isn’t something that’s forced upon us. It’s a choice. A choice to be made daily, time and time again. Even when we fail. Especially when we fail.

We all have a calling to be better than we were the day before. Some heed it, others ignore it. Only fools wait for inspiration and blame it for never striking. Only cowards. I have been both coward and fool, but in that moment, I was the man I wanted to be—the one worthy of acknowledgement, and more importantly, the one who didn’t need it.

I stopped my walk and took my hand off the hilt of my liuyedao.

“I don’t want to do this.”

The simplest words in the world. The most powerful. I’d struggled mightily to say them in the past, but now they slipped from me like the river running down the mountain.

The admission hit Eran as hard as the realization that I could say them had hit me. “What?”

“This.” I stretched my arms out wide. My palms were faced upward like I was offering myself to the sky and the earth. “I don’t want to fight you, Eran. You’re my friend.”

“Some friend,” he spat.

I smiled sadly. He was right. “All the same. I don’t want to do this.”

“Coward.”

“You say so.”

He took his hands off his swords and walked past me, bumping me with his shoulder. I let it go by. The only thing I offered was a small sigh, and then I turned to follow him. The mounts were dead; all that we could do now was walk back towards Fymdell, maybe stop at a town and pick up new ones.

Juck jogged up to me. “Good man,” he said, his voice as strained, gurgled, and pained as the last time he had tried to speak.

“Thank you, Juck. I’m not, but all I can do is try to be.”

He shrugged. His way of saying “That’s what a good man is”.

We trudged on in silence, Hazel the only one smart enough to return to the horses and bring us supplies like food and bedrolls. She divvied them up and on we went. Four souls, walking with the weight of words unsaid and threats unanswered.

While the rest of my squad thought about the conflict we had just had, my mind returned to the horses. To who had killed them and why. Kaeso remained my prime suspect, of course. All signs pointed towards someone with inside knowledge. Someone with ambition.

My theory about the perpetrator having eyes and ears everywhere—the one who thrived the most on chaos—was correct. I was just looking in the wrong direction.


Chapter 44 - Here, for You

“Hey,” Hazel said.

Her word roused me from my sleep. I cracked a bleary eye open. She was sitting up, her arms wrapped around her knees, warming herself by the fire.

“I’m giving leadership of the squad to you,” she said.

I chuckled softly, thinking she was kidding. “I know you don’t care for me all that much, but setting me up for death?”

“Better you than me,” she quipped back. Her face became downcast but sincere. “No, Redlin. You remind me of him. Dorian. At first, I thought you were an arrogant pissant and a candle burning at both ends. I was wrong, and you deserve to lead the squad.”

“You weren’t wrong,” I whispered. I was burning out. I was so angry, so eager to lash out. I still have those instincts sometimes. Words I knew then, but could not vocalize. They’re easy words to say, now that it’s too late.

“You’ve paid your penance. Besides, Eran was right—for once. I’m not really leading. I’m a placeholder, but that’s all I am.”

“You’re wrong.”

“No, I’m not, and that’s okay. Better to know yourself than to lie.”

“Better to improve yourself than to admit defeat.”

She smiled. “Wise words. Words of a leader. Words I wouldn’t have been able to say.”

A moment went by. The early morning birds sang their songs, a frog did her call.

“I don’t know if Eran will accept me.”

“That’s on you to figure out,” she said. “My last order as your commander is for you to take over.”

“I could just order you to retake the post after accepting.”

“You could, but then you’d have two squad members telling you to go fuck yourself.”

“Gotta imagine I’ll have that either way. After all, I’m more successful, more talented, better looking, and younger than you. That’s not an easy thing to stomach.”

“Hey, Redlin?” she asked.

“Yeah?”

“Go fuck yourself.”

“Shouldn’t talk to your commander that way.”

“It’s the only way I know how.”

“As punishment for your brazen disrespect, you’re cooking breakfast.”

“All we have are cold rations.”

“Not much of a punishment then. I’ll have to work on that.”

“You’ll have opportunities. I never intend to stop disrespecting you.”

I rose and stretched in the sunlight that cascaded down in pockets from the canopies. It was a slow, intentional thing, like a cat’s movements. I felt at peace. The peace of an elderly man who had lived a life he was satisfied with, of a woodworker looking at a solid table he had made.

“Go wake the others,” I commanded. “Your punishment.”

“You got it, leader.”

-

Juck and Eran took my promotion without reaction. Hard to blame them after all we’d been through, and all we had left to go. No one was in a particularly celebratory mood. Eran was in the self-hating but angry-at-the-world cycle of anger I had found myself in many times before. I wanted to pull him aside and tell him that I above all understood, but I knew the futility in that. At best I could hope to be ignored; at worst we’d be back to fighting.

There is no one in the world who needs their feelings managed more than a male whose pride has been wounded.

The nearest town, Dinnamound, was three days by horse, five to six by walking. Time passed slowly with the oppressive air around us. It made me miss the days of Eilen. Gare may have gotten verbally lacerated at times, but there was a camaraderie there. Companionship. Brotherhood.

I wanted it back, and there was no time like the present.

“Hey, Hazel,” I said during our midday rest.

“What?”

“Tell me a story.”

“What kind of story?”

“The kind with a beginning, middle and end.”

“I can tell you about the time I told you to go fuck yourself.”

“Heard it before,” I said. “Tell me something funny.”

“Alright, fine,” she said. “But if you lot tell anyone about this, I’ll kill you.”

“A good start.”

“This was a few years ago. I was an old hand at this, or so I thought. Had been around, killed a few Reapers. Was a Guardian for the Archon once. I may not have been as well known as Asher, but I had cut my way to earning a reputation.

“They assigned a rookie to the squad I was on. I wasn’t the leader, but I had the biggest reputation and the most experience. This new kid, Isaacs, damn near worshiped the ground I walked on. The other squadmates teased him, but he didn’t care. All day he would ask me questions. How to isolate a target in a public place, how to fight in an alleyway. Questions ranged from bladework to the social rules of guarding nobility.

“I humored him at first. It was cute, having a pup follow me around. Death has a way of blackening your soul and taking the light from your eyes. His enthusiasm was a welcome change.”

Juck and Eran were listening in now. They pretended like they weren’t, and Hazel pretended she didn’t notice, but she had us all and the four of us knew it. A flicker of pride warmed my soul at the bonding going on. A candle of companionship had been lit in all of us.

“So, anyway, our first few missions had no bladework at all. Hunted down a few convicts of the law, but they surrendered without fuss. Isaacs said that he hoped we’d run into something serious soon. He wanted to try the things I had told him.

“He got his wish. We ended up confronting a crime ring. Six men, and they had knives and hatchets. Not the most well-trained men, but ask any soldier how dangerous a sharp edge is. I killed two men and watched Isaacs square off against one. I was ready to dive in and save him, if need be, but I wouldn’t always be around for that. I felt a sense of responsibility for him, and that meant that I wanted him to be able to survive on his own. Training is important; experience is essential.

“Isaacs almost lost it all. Instead, he utilized one of the tricks I had shown him, turned the tide, and took his opponent down. Alive, too.

“He walked up to me after with that jubilance only seen after winning a fight. Smiling, shining eyes, he asked me, ‘Did you see that?’ I nodded and told him I was proud of him. Isaacs rambled on for another minute, thanking me for my tutelage, retelling the events from his perspective.

“Then he looked at me and said, ‘So, that’s how you win a fight! Now how do I get these piss stains out?’”

We laughed harder than the story deserved. It wasn’t the best story, but no one drinks more desperately than the parched man. Even Eran chuckled. It was a dour thing, almost ironic, but still, it was there.

-

The rest of the journey on the way to Dinnamound was filled with swapped stories and banterous exchanges. Partly because the door had been opened, partly because jokes were always easier than serious discussions, and partly because we knew that we were going to be chastised. No information gained, horses dead, no suspects apprehended. We had followed procedure so it was only going to be a slap on the wrist, but a slap was due and Cyn’se was never lenient with them.

The town of Dinnamound was a sleepy one. Thirty buildings or so. A population around a hundred. This was a mining settlement, one full of hardened men and women who were used to darkness, heat, and all the negativity that life can offer.

Laborers like the ones who occupied Dinnamound live hard lives, and all they want is to take care of their family and sleep this life off. Warm beds and pleasant dreams are always valued, but no one cherishes them more than the ones who earn them.

They’re taught to put on a stolid face. Life is only won through consistent hard work in towns like these, after all. They have to face down caves and force down shit food for shit pay. That type of life demands a certain resilience, and that resilience is impossible to discard after it’s been earned. It’s how they got the reputation of being eager to fight. But when you treat them with respect, and give them no reason to quarrel, they’re desperate for a cold beer, a hot meal, and to be left the fuck alone.

We were the same that day. Hungry. Tired. Pissed off at the world but joking anyway. Not looking for a fight, but always ready for one.

The people recognized it and got out of our way as we walked through Petrik’s Pub, a bar that seemed to be the only place to get a meal. It was a rickety old building emblazoned with a lion’s head over the door, but it had the strength of ancient trees. Much like its inhabitants.

“Can I get you something?” the bartender asked.

“Four chilled ales and four plates of whatever you have cooking back there. How many rooms do you have available?”

“The ale is warm and there’s no rooms. You and yours can sleep on the floor, if you pay.”

I thought about playing the “we’re Vanguards” card and killed that thought once I saw the look on his face. That bartender hadn’t given a fuck about rank or status in his entire life, and he wouldn’t be bothered to care if we were the Archon himself.

“We’ll take it.” I reached for the pouch of coins that I kept tied to my belt and shuddered when I brushed against the pouch of Godsbone. It felt unholy and wrong to have, but it also made me feel alive. In its own way, it reminded me of the first time I’d had snow wine: the recognition you’d just met someone who was going to be a long, true friend.

I walked back to my group, fingers still tingling and mind wandering.

“How many rooms did you get?” Hazel asked.

“Zero.”

They showered me with a chorus of boos, taunts, and a thumbs down from Juck. I bore it magnanimously, as I bear all insults, prodding, and jibes. Their pestering died down to a reasonable-but-still-present level, like a fire that had been burning for a few hours.

“Any horses available?” Eran inquired.

“Couldn’t even get a few rooms, you think this place sells horses?” I shot back.

“Not here. In town.”

“Doubt it. Certainly not four.”

“So on we walk?”

“So on we walk,” I confirmed. “Try not to be too happy about spending time in my company.”

“I’ll be smiling every moment.”

“Imagining him falling over and splitting his head open?” Hazel quipped. “That one is a favorite of mine.”

“I prefer him playing with his sword, tripping, and impaling himself,” Eran said.

“Thought you were talking about the other kind of sword at first,” I said.

Hazel scoffed. “Don’t think he could play with that and walk at the same time.”

“He could.” Eran sipped from his mug. “But only if we fawn over him during.”

“Oh, Redlin, your sword is so mighty,” Hazel exaggerated.

“This is a seedy place,” I cut in. “With shady people. If I killed both of you right here, no one would bat an eye.”

Eran raised his hand like a schoolchild. “With which sword will you be cutting us down?”

Hazel and Eran burst out laughing at the joke. It drew the ire of the men and women around us, but we didn’t care. Juck smiled widely, and eventually I too joined in their laughter. It felt good, even if it was at my expense in an unwelcome place. The ale was good, the food was warm, and the company was welcome.

We slept by the fire and didn’t even bother assigning watches. Something that went against all our training, but we were tired, fed, and happy. The contented nature in the air was our guard, the earned relief our defense. Bellies full, legs weary, and minds empty.


Chapter 45 - Accusations

I woke when the bartender kicked my foot.

“Morning,” he said.

“So it is,” I replied. It was past morning and nearing noon.

He cleared his throat, the phlegm nearly coming up. “Thought you really were Vanguards for a bit.”

“Appearances can be deceiving.”

He nodded at that, then went on to kick at the rest of us sleeping on the ground.

We rose slowly. The four of us all probably looked hungover, but it was merely exhaustion that had taken root in our bodies and our minds. None of us wanted to be the one who announced it was time to go, but I was appointed leader, so I took on the burden.

“Time to go.”

“Fuck off,” Hazel said.

“All the way back to Fymdell,” Eran agreed.

I scratched behind my ear and came up with the compromise they sought. “Eran, order some food for the road. All of you, clean yourselves up. We depart shortly.”

-

We went about our business, got our food, and made for Fymdell. There were more swapped stories, some jokes, some laughs, and even a prank on Eran, but for the most part, it was rather unremarkable.

The one notable interaction was when we set up for the night, one day outside of Fymdell.

“Redlin?” Eran asked. “Can I talk to you?”

I shrugged and joined him as he led deeper into the woods. The forest had been getting thicker as we got closer to the capital, the river louder. Insects and animals and signs of life had grown in abundance as we walked as well.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

He stopped and sighed. Without looking at me, he said, “I think I hate you.”

“I’m sorry?” I questioned.

“No, I’m sorry. I meant what I said a long time ago: you remind me of Corvo. You have the same mannerisms, the same eagerness for killing. Just like him, you joke, you lead. People look up to you. Hell, I look up to you. But beneath it all there’s something dark. Something dangerous. I can’t look past it, but I’m trying.”

“So what do you want me to do about it? I can’t change who I am, Eran.”

He chuckled bitterly. “That’s just what he’d say. He wouldn’t deny the claim; instead, he’d turn the blade and stab you with it.”

“I’m just not sure what to say.”

“I know. I don’t think there’s anything you can say to this. And Reign be damned, Redlin, you are my friend. We butt heads, we argue, we battle, but I can’t stop myself from calling you ‘friend’. Any given day, I’ll insult you to hell and back, but if someone else did, I’d strike out against them. I’d defend you from a blade and from Asher, but I just can’t defend you from yourself.”

“What makes you think I need defending from myself?” I asked. The words came out sad rather than angry. “Look at me, Eran. I’m leading a squad of Vanguards. I’ve killed five Reapers now. How many lives have I saved?

“You mark me as killer, as dark and tainted, but I look at my accomplishments and know that Usmal is a safer place because of me.”

He smiled. “Maybe saying ‘defend you from yourself’ was a mistake. Maybe I should have said that I can’t defend the world from you.”

“Do you really think so little of me?”

“Reign, Redlin, it’s like you’re not listening to me. Joking with you and Hazel today was one of the easiest things I’ve ever done. Of course I like you.” He tilted his head backwards, looking into the night sky. He let out a long, hissing sigh through open lips and clenched teeth. “I think you’re skilled and you’re dangerous. You’re good with words, with blades, and with Aether, but above all, you’re ruthless. If you thought it was for the good of all, would you kill a man? What about ten? Twenty? A thousand? Would you Reap if it meant you could have more capability? If the situation was dire enough, is there a line you wouldn’t cross?”

“I wouldn’t Reap someone,” I protested.

“If you were low on Aether …” He trailed off, ruminating. “I think you would. Your brain would concoct a thousand excuses and ten thousand promises of never letting it happen again, but you would. And then you’d do it again. And again. The same lies, the same promises.”

“That’s why there’s Vanguards with two blades and a hate for Reapers,” I joked.

He smiled while shaking his head. “If you became a Reaper, nothing in the world could stop you.”

The moment stretched. Became two. A silence was setting, mist-like in its approach, and to dispel it I would have had to challenge his accusation. I tried. The words wouldn’t come.

He walked away.

Eran was right. We both knew there was some measure of truth in his words, but we couldn’t have comprehended just how correct he was.


Chapter 46 - Declaration of War

It was mid morning when we saw Fymdell’s walls.

The heat was sweltering and the flies buzzed with a constant drone—and the smell of wastewater grew as we approached—but I’d never been happier to see the city before. We had a middling report to give, but at least we could do it far away from dead stone and dead families. The nightmare was over. Home. Rest. Food.

I led on, unaware of how wrong I was.

-

Waiting on the bridge to the city was Westenra.

“Boss wants to see you,” he said to Hazel.

“Talk to him.” She motioned with her head to me.

He massaged his muscled neck. “Back to calling the shots?”

“To the dismay of us all,” I commented.

“I think it was you the boss wanted to talk to anyway. Said that he wanted ‘that fuck who always ends up in over his head’.”

I couldn’t tell if he was joking. “Asher’s back at the compound?”

“Yes, I’d offer an escort, but—”

His speech was interrupted by four men in white armor and golden capes. A sigil of the sun had been emblazoned on their breastplate, and they had a look of arrogance written on them. It was a violent, ugly, prideful thing—the sneer of a bully.

“Redlin of the Wolves? Herald to Samira?” the lead asked.

“Aye.”

“Both Seraph Kaeso and Listener Erik demand your presence at the cathedral.”

“It’s nice to be wanted,” I started, “but Vanguard business calls. You lot understand, I’m sure.”

The three behind the leader pulled out wooden cudgels. The sticks looked mildly ridiculous in comparison to their glorious armor and godly mission, but I’ve been beaten by wood before and I can tell you this: it hurts. Batons may appear humble, but those thwacks can break bones and shatter skulls. A younger Redlin might have responded to violence with violence—an eye for an eye—but I was wiser now. Peaceful. Besides, these were holy men.

“Put those sticks down before I kill the four of you,” I said.

One in the back snarled, “Heathen.”

“You’ll be the second one to die. Your leader goes first, then you.”

Their leader kept his eyes on me as he raised his hand. “Enough. There’s no need for violence here.”

“But it’s always welcome,” I said, baring teeth and venom.

“Peace, brother. We’ve overstepped, but the Seraph’s words were final: you are to come to the cathedral immediately.”

“And if I refuse?”

He shrugged. “May Reign guide us all.”

I snorted. “Hazel, take Westenra, Eran, and Juck back to Asher and give him a report. I have business to settle, it seems.”

“Will you be alright?” she asked. “We could make sure nothing happens to you along the way.”

She stood behind me, her stare the equivalent of a nocked arrow. Eran and Juck stood behind her, and Westenra behind them. All of them held complex feelings about me, but that didn’t matter. We were Vanguards. Tribal thinking does not welcome outsiders. If I was to be wounded, it would be by them, and Reign help anyone else who tried.

I held up my hand for peace, just like the other tribe’s commander. “I’ll be alright. Besides, I could take all four of them.”

“Be careful,” Eran grunted.

“Everything will be fine. I’ll see you back at the compound.”

As we went our separate ways, I knew that I had lied. Walls of conspiracy and intrigue were being built around me, but there was nothing more to do now than to spring the trap.

-

The closer we got to the cathedral, the more activity was stirred up. Frantic men in white cloth sweated and bossed people around. Bishops pretended to investigate imagined problems but mostly focused on looking mad and busy. Worshipers shouldered past each other with indignity. Angry whispers came from all sides like hisses in a snake pit.

“What happened? Raise the price of forgiveness?” I asked my escort.

“Forgiveness is free for all,” he replied.

“No. Never that.”

He didn’t respond.

Forgiveness is free for all. My words were both goading and chiding, but his were restrictive and unconsidered. I wanted to prove him wrong. To argue. Of all the lies of the church, I deemed that the biggest one. Absolution is only ever earned, taken, or ignored. Its only currency is the suffering of self or of others. I thought myself so wise for seeing through their platitudes and their offerings. Their claims of purity.

Forgiveness is free for all. A lie through and through. Depending on who you’ve harmed, you may never earn it. Lifetimes have been spent begging for the forgiveness of crimes, and sometimes those lifetimes have gone wasted. Their transgressions unforgiven, their value never restored. Tell them that forgiveness is free, and see how they laugh in between their sobs.

However, I was wrong about the way forgiveness is bought.

I thought that absolution’s currency was suffering; now I know that it is pride.

To show genuine remorse—to beg for forgiveness—you must sacrifice the vestige of pride. You have to strip yourself of the armor of vanity, have to go through the death of ego. Hang your head low and admit that you are among the least of men, not the greatest.

So, no, forgiveness is not free. Its grace is worth the venture, but it is—and should be—a costly endeavor.

I did not know that that ever-elusive ideal would never be offered to me again after this day. I did not know that going into a church would lead to my own damnation. The damnation of Usmal.

The beginning of the War of the Gods.

-

The buzzing and nattering of priests was magnified inside the cathedral. While they had looked frantic outside, they positively hummed with busyness inside those hallowed halls. Medians, Bishops, and High Bishops all got as close to swearing as their holy teachings would allow; frustrated orders were issued and ignored in a relentless pace. For a moment, I was taken back to the reforgery. Kaeso was the Captain, and everyone else were students eager to stay out of his way and out of trouble.

“Redlin!” Kaeso’s voice cut through the crowd like the spear cuts through water. His arms were spread wide and he stood amidst the chaos as if it were his home. His gesture reminded me of a bird strutting its wings in a mating dance.

“Kaeso,” I said over the clamor.

“I have quite the surprise for you.” He smiled. All teeth, no warmth. “But first, your Listener has requested an audience with you. You remember the way?”

I resisted the urge to shudder as I recalled my meeting with the old woman. It wasn’t that long ago, but I had changed. The naivete I carried walking into that office was gone. A boy who wanted a title had grown to a man who knew the uselessness of such things.

Herald.

I was Herald, and every step I took only declared another mistake. Another death. The Listener bore that curse as if it were a blessing. She had told me that war was coming—just like Allesandra had told me. They were not warnings, but invitations. A summons to join the deities as they played for the highest stakes.

This summons told me that it was coming faster than I had expected.

Head held high and heart full of haunting, I pushed my way through the teeming walkways of Medians and other sycophants. As I reflect, I wonder if I passed the prisoner that the Seraph was to unveil. His grand reveal, the catalyst of it all.

My mind was elsewhere as I walked, anyway. Thoughts tend to vanish when expecting bad news. Coherence is replaced by a combination of emptiness and a pulse-pounding anxiety. Both are useless, both are heavy. Sometimes I wish I had studied as a scholar, or someone who could breathe in blindness and breathe out deep water. Alas, I’ve always been more reactionary than proactive.

“You Redlin?” a soldier with a polearm asked outside the Listener’s door.

I nodded. Words were hard to come by.

“Go on in.” He moved out of the way and looked to the ceiling as I pushed my way inside.

As the door opened, the soldier turned and poked me with the wooden butt of the polearm. Hard, like he was trying to stab me. The blow took me by surprise and I stumbled forward.

My trip had me standing in the center of a black stone surrounded by white dust. Godsbone. Demon’s Ink.

“Redlin.” She said it as if it were an omen, then threw a chalice of blood. It splattered me and made a straight line through the circle.

With that, the Godsbone glowed, and I was taken to Limbo.

-

“Herald.”

As with my last meeting with Samira, I stood on an invisible platform, high above Limbo’s dead grey shores and red ocean. Lavender skies overtook the hazy grey one below, all of which centered on her golden eyes. They were both before me and all encompassing. Impossibly large, the size of buildings, and their inflection was impossible to guess at. To call them blank would be incorrect, but so too would be to describe them as any one thing.

“Herald, Herald, Herald,” she continued. “I trust you’ll forgive the subterfuge.”

“Samira,” I said casually, imitating confidence. It was a lie and we both knew it. “You could have always just sent a falcon.”

“Some meetings have to be had face-to-face, or, well, eye to eye.” A hint of humor.

“Well, here I am.”

“And here you are.” She spaced out the words, as if she were relishing the taste of each one. “You’re an interesting one, Redlin. My Herald, most assuredly. Reckless. An ally?”

“We signed a contract,” I said.

“So we did, and yet, I feel as if you’re not entirely reliable. Are you, Redlin? Reliable?”

“I haven’t failed you yet.”

“You have. I’ve given you orders that you directly disobeyed. Given you hints that you’ve ignored.” Her eyes narrowed, becoming human-sized. The twin golden orbs flew down to my level. Heat radiated off them, the flame of a thousand fires bound in those irises. “Sometimes, a silent Herald is a good thing. Work frequently must be done in the darkness. An assassin who announces his presence before the killing blow is an ineffectual killer. A gambler that reveals their cards early will lose it all.

“But now is not the time for silence. We stand on the precipice of change. You are still my Herald, and you will proclaim my arrival. Failures will be forgotten; your life will be blessed.”

Images of raising a family with Mika danced across my mind. A grand castle, all grey, while children with hair the color of dark flame giggled together as they chased a playful hound. Mika had her legs laid across my lap. I held a golden chalice of red wine. Banners of a falcon decorated the abode and streaks of white sunlight came down like blessed rain after a drought.

“All you have to do is side with Kaeso.”

The image faded.

My voice sounded groggy, like I was coming out of a dream. “What does that mean?”

Her eyes widened a bit. Anger, doubt, incitement, desire—replaced with mocking. “You’ll know shortly.”

“Allies should trust each other.”

She laughed then. “Allies? We signed a contract. You are my subject. More than a thrall, less than an equal. Is what I gave you not enough? The power you squandered? The prestige you forfeited? You have surrendered your privileges, but they were not gifts freely given. Now it is time to live up to your end.”

“And what does that entail?” I probed.

Thunder echoed throughout Limbo. Her eyes expanded back to their original size. The heat grew and surrounded me with its sweltering air. I tasted lightning. I tasted Aether. “Enough! No more questions, Herald. Your job is to announce me, and by your blood and your bones, you will complete your task. I’ve made my will known, and you have one last opportunity. Fail me not, Redlin, or you shall suffer my wrath.”

A gust of wind knocked me off her platform. I sped towards the ground, my heart pounding and my stomach sucked into my chest. My arms flapped helplessly. Lavender bled and bled until it became grey. The red sea opened up her arms to me for a fatal embrace.

Seconds before I would have hit the ground, I was transported back to the Listener’s office.

I lay sprawled out on the floor. Her blood still coated me and the ground, and I still lay on the obsidian slab, but the Godsbone had been collected. The door was closed, the soldier gone, and the Listener appraised me with an arched eyebrow and arms crossed over her chest.

My head ached and my soul felt like it had been ripped asunder. Even climbing to my knees took a colossal effort. I was desperate to get out of the black square, but my body was slow to respond. With the grace of a dying soldier, I slumped forward far enough to get off the square of Demon’s Ink.

“You’ve disappointed her, Herald.” Her voice was cold. “See to it that you don’t continue that trend.” She rose. The Listener was dressed in dark green robes. While she was still old, she seemed more like hardened iron than frail woman now.

“Come.”

Feeling—bloody, living feeling—slowly returned to my hands and limbs as I forced myself to rise. In a minute, the numbness and the falling were both completely forgotten. My body was my own again, and my mind wanted to linger on Samira’s warning instead of the method in which she delivered it.

But the events of the cathedral took the focus from me.

Suffering the effects of trauma while surrounded by people who are too busy to notice and too heartless to care made me wonder if the events were truly that bad, if I was just overimagining things. The world kept spinning while horrible things happened. No one checks to see if you’re alright. They mind their tasks, check their lists, and stay out of the way. And all you can do is walk alone through crowds.

I suppose I was used to it at that point. While my mind and soul alternated between blank and reeling, my legs carried me, my arms pushed people aside. I was a phantom picking my way through the land of the living. Through shouldering and slipping in between people, I found a spot in the back of the cathedral.

The Listener left me far behind and took her spot with the other three Listeners behind Kaeso. The rest of the cathedral was full of Medians, Bishops, High Bishops, and armed soldiers adorned in white armor. Pockets of commoners and nobility filled the few gaps that were left. Hundreds, thousands of people sitting and standing, all eyes on Kaeso. It was overwhelming in its density. In its singular focus.

Kaeso returned that vigilance with a grim seriousness I had never seen from him before. Gone was the empty smile and wide eyes. Gone was the showman. What stood before all of us was a man who had prepared his entire life for this speech.

“‘Protect me from the wicked; keep those with malice bound and stricken. Silence those with forked tongues; smite those who would do me harm.’”

“Blessed be,” came the trained chorus of people around me. I was silent.

“Brothers and sisters, worshipers all, today is a solemn day. A day that will live in infamy. A tragic day. A blackened day.”

Kaeso stepped away from the altar. Each step down the stairs echoed across the room. In his white robes and with the light shimmering down upon him, he looked like an angelic figure. The four Listeners behind him watched with sorrow on their faces. The crowd watched him with bated breath. Knuckles whitened around polearms.

“Reign is dead.”

There was no outcry. No outrage. Silent confusion across all of us. Heads tilted to the side like perplexed hounds. We all sat mystified, like a crowd of children watching a street magician disappear a dove, waiting for the prestige.

“I know it’s hard to comprehend.” The words were soft and broken. “But it is the truth. Reign, beloved father, god of light, the benevolent one, the guardian and the sun, is dead.”

He walked through our midst, breathing in the continued confusion and breathing out the first hits of the drums of war. Outside the cathedral was the muffled noise of soldiers arguing and the double doors being battered. It was hardly noticeable above the weight of Kaeso’s words.

“Look at me, children of light, and take in the truth: Reign was murdered. The Archon’s wicked instruments went into his holy abode and struck him down. Black knives, blacker hearts. Our holy father is no more.”

Angry mutterings started then. Heads turned to each other, whispered questions and hopes they had misunderstood. The cathedral was full of the quiet discord of questions that the askers wished would go unanswered. The concert of inquisition was laced with fear and doubt, but growing in its volume. How could Reign be dead? Was this a test of faith?

More battering against the door, so loud that the metal hinges bounced, but not louder than the brewing storm of questions.

Kaeso silenced it all with an upraised hand. “I understand, brothers and sisters. You don’t know how it’s possible. You doubt my words. I did not want to believe it either. I still don’t.” He looked down, the first sign of weakness. Of a man burdened by a holy missive. “I cannot deny what has happened, however. I wish I could. I prayed that I could. Reign is dead. And to tell you the truth, it infuriates me. If Reign were alive, I imagine he would ask for his slayers to be forgiven. He would ask us to come together and to celebrate his life and our fellow man. He’d want no retribution. No vengeance. He was always like that, the times we communed.

“Call me weak, call me a hypocrite, but I cannot do that. Our father is dead, and that fills me with rage. With hate. A fury so righteous that it burns me inside.”

Nodding. Agreement. An admission and understanding that if anger was a sin, then they were all guilty. Never before had anyone been so justified in their wrath. Their indignation was true. Their revenge was condoned before the first blade fell.

“Reign is gone, and I fear for his most divine servants: Tidur, Balin, Samira, and Odis. Their Listeners have communed and confirmed what I tell you: Reign is dead. None of us know, brothers and sisters, how this wickedness came about.

“What I do know, however, is who, and why. The Archon feared the growing faith. He feared his power slipping. Not only is he responsible for this most unholy crime, he is also responsible for the assault on the Justicars that left holy servants dead or worse.

“He works in the dark. He works with Reapers, killers, and all manner of vile criminals. He’s slayed our father, and he has the tools to slay the remaining gods. Reign would preach peace, but he is no more.

“I, however, am here, and I preach justice.”

On cue, doors swiveled opened from the back of the cathedral and the Seraph’s soldiers stemmed forth. Clad in shiny white armor with golden insignias they carried a roughed-up man. Gasps came from the onlookers. It was one thing to be told of the impossible, another entirely to see it.

Head low and held by his arms, Cade Sinclair was dragged forward.

He was naked and his wrists and ankles were bound by rope. Fresh cuts and blossoming welts coated his body, including a nasty gash that ran from his right knee to his hip. A caged, wild animal. Beaten, but still standing.

“The Archon has struck against us. He has declared war. We return his affront with our own,” Kaeso said as Cade was placed before him. Soldiers kicked the back of his legs. Even on his knees, even naked and wounded and vulnerable, even surrounded by people who demanded his blood, Cade held his head up high.

I’ve been painted as a defiant figure. Someone who’s rejected commands from men and gods alike. A man compelled by the stirring of his own spirit, never by the words of others. They say that the cost never mattered to me. The deaths, the mayhem, the madness—none of it mattered as much as my own independence.

I have never had more bravado than Cade did in that moment.

Another of Kaeso’s soldiers brought forth a golden sword. Large, unwieldy, and gleaming. The Seraph held it by his side. A stirring image of a divine warrior. “The gods chose me to be the Seraph. Justicars paid for it with their lives. I know now why I was chosen. This will not be an era of peace, but an era of war. I am to be your general, but I will fight alongside you. I fear not the actions that I will commit, but the inaction of which we all are capable.” He held the sword high. Light shone and reflected off it. Reign’s blessing for a just execution.

“Cade Sinclair, for the crimes of your father—as well as your own roles in collusion, heresy, and mortal sins—I judge you guilty. May you be shown more mercy than you and your ilk showed our Father.”

Footsteps echoed across the auditorium. Heads turned, transfixed, towards the newest addition to the stage. Silence descended. Kaeso alone allowed a small smile and a nodding of his head.

I did not realize that they were my footsteps until I was halfway to the altar.

“Herald of Samira.” Kaeso let the sword fall to his side. “Will you be the first to strike against this reign of tyranny?”

“If you would let me, Seraph.”

My voice sounded distant. It always does when I’m in crowds and my body is being driven by instinct. It did during the Tribunal; it did during Rohan’s funeral. Every time it had ended with equal measures of shame and folly, but just like the other instances, I was powerless to resist. I was both puppet and puppeteer.

I walked up to Kaeso, to the golden sword and my fallen friend, and I kneeled before him. There was a sharp inhalation—a choked sob—from Cade. A falcon’s screech from outside the window. The battering of soldiers pushing against the wooden doors to the cathedral. Cassius playing somewhere far, far away.

“O, hand of death,” Cade said softly.

“O, gentle lamb,” I responded.

Kaeso, magnanimous in his white robes with his golden sword, gestured for me to finish it; Cade, orange eyes glowing like a demon, held his head up while waiting for the final blow. I knelt at Kaeso’s feet.

What Kaeso didn’t know was that I had been in this position many times before.

A position to perform the Lariat.

Low on the ground, I put my left hand on the hilt of my liuyedao. The move that I’d spent hours and hours practicing—my coup de grace—was performed to the perfection my training had demanded. It sang through the air in the silent tune that spirits dance to in Limbo. Of all my strikes, all my desperate gambits, my blade has never struck truer. The painter’s masterstroke, the lutist’s final string.

Steel bit through tendon. Through blood and flesh and bone. My liuyedao cleaved and was reborn on the other side, baptized in blood on Reign’s holy altar. Crimson rained down like the light from those stained glass windows.

Kaeso’s decapitated head hit the ground.


Chapter 47 - Pandemonium

Kaeso’s head rolled to a stop at my feet.

A falcon let out a rageful shriek, mirrored in intensity and hate by Samira’s Listener. The old woman sank to her knees and grabbed at her eyes with fingers curled like talons. In the crowd, there were hisses of breath being sucked in through teeth, gulps, screams, and—far louder than the initial reactions—was the splintering of the double doors of the cathedral.

Panic descended into madness; chaos into active frenzy. Citizens and Medians clambered over pews and each other in a mad dash to get away from both the altar and the fray at the cathedral’s entrance. The Seraph’s soldiers stepped in with uncertainty. Spears were held in sweaty hands as they waited for what monster would be awaiting them outside the broken door. The monster was revealed to be the Archon’s soldiers—with a few Vanguards—who were now rolling in and shouting threats that could never be heard over the disorder.

There’s an instinct in chaos to do what the person next to you is doing. I’ve seen rows of soldiers forget how to raise a shield sheerly because no one else was doing it. I’ve seen a man bleed out while fellow soldiers merely watched. The inaction of crowds is the ice that coats a lake; the pandemonium is the crack that splinters through it like thunder. One person’s panic is a disease that spreads quickly.

In that chaos, most of the Seraph’s soldiers joined each other in stillness. Their leader was dead, the Archon’s soldiers were here, and there was no plan. One, and one alone, of the Seraph’s soldiers stepped forward with his spear aligned at Cade’s heart. Even as his spear was raised, I couldn’t take my eyes off of Kaeso’s decapitated head. There was a cold sneer to it. The contempt he’d worn in life was the scowl he wore in death.

The soldier’s spear raced towards Cade. I finally broke my gaze from the head I’d removed and grabbed the shaft of the spear with my bare hand. We stood still for a moment. He neither tried to push forward nor pull back. He relented to me, put his life in my hands.

Time slowed as the chaos around us began to fade away. It was like we were trapped in a moment of time while flames danced around us. I studied him: his pale blue eyes, the blemish on his right cheek, the small scar below his lip. He was a young man, hardly more than a child, wearing armor too heavy for him and wielding a weapon he wasn’t violent enough for.

I sliced his throat with a backhanded swipe.

The spear clattered to the ground. He put both hands to his throat as he fell to his knees. I had already moved on, surveying the landscape and seeing if anyone else was willing to step into my range.

None approached.

The Archon’s soldiers were closing in to secure Cade. I gave him a last look. It’s hard to say what was written on his face. Shock, surely, but also a deep sadness. He knew that war was coming. He knew he and his father would be blamed. He didn’t know his death would have been in vain. The thing about Cade is that he’s a true leader. He would have sacrificed himself for his people, and he would have done so without complaint or dallying. Maybe he thought his death would have meant his father could live, or that peace could come about. Maybe he just saw me for the killer I was.

Whatever was written on his face upset me. It’s funny to think that after assassinating the Seraph and throwing the country into the grips of a crusade that I was more concerned about Cade’s reaction, but I was. I thought myself above needing validation—above feeling the emotional turmoil of my own mistakes haunting me—but I was oh so wrong.

With a bloodied sword, I fled from the cathedral.

A few soldiers tried haphazardly to stop me, but most simply let me by without a word. My Vanguard pin was still attached. They probably thought I acted with the full consent and approval of the Archon and Asher.

I stepped through broken doors and into sunshine.


Chapter 48 - Footprints

I didn’t have a plan.

The city streets teemed with life uninterrupted. Vendors sold goods, customers ignored them, and everyone walked as if they were late for something. They had no idea what had happened mere streets away. They had no idea that this was the last day of peace Fymdell would have for a long, long time.

I kept moving through the crowds. I was paranoid, constantly looking over my shoulder, but also expecting one of these random citizens to magically know what had happened and to stop me. It was irrational, but it turns out that slaying the head of the church causes paranoia.

It wasn’t an unjustified paranoia either.

Nowhere was safe. The Vanguards were more likely to execute me than to house me: an unsanctioned assassination—even one to protect someone like Cade—was about as egregious an action can get. Never before had one of our order done something so brazen. So cataclysmic. I wore their pin and was expected to be the image of justice. I suppose that I was, but I don’t think anyone else saw it that way.

While the mere act was damning, the aftermath was going to be worse. Most likely, the Vanguards as an organization would be blamed for Kaeso’s death instead of a rogue. The conspiracy made too much sense to not be true. Moments after the announcement of the death of Reign, the Seraph was struck down by a Vanguard. They’d kill me for it, but my execution wouldn’t change public perception.

War was coming, and I’d decided which side we would take.

Though I ran through streets and away from my bloodshed, I couldn’t stop a barked laugh: as soon as I had regained status as squad leader, I had murdered the most important man in Usmal. Hazel’s streak of dead captains was going to continue.

Rounding a corner and narrowly avoiding running face-first into a pie vendor’s stall, I returned back to my immediate task of finding somewhere safe. I was outrunning the news of what happened at the cathedral, but that was solely because of the pandemonium. The city was a powder keg and the wick had been lit. More accurately, I was a bleeding fish swimming in shark-infested waters.

Over and over again I’d seen that the three levers of power in Usmal were the crown, the church, and the Vanguards. All three spelled my death. My life was essentially forfeit; the steps I took merely delayed the inevitable.

Maybe the Archon would have taken me in for saving his son, but just as likely I’d have been given to the church to hopefully douse out at least one fire. One man is only worth so much, and the Archon was nothing if not pragmatic. He’d have given me a private speech about duty and sacrifice then shipped me off in irons. Maybe he’d shed a tear in private later, if I was truly blessed.

Beyond the concerns of the Vanguards and the Archon—of this material plane—was the Pantheon. Men can be fought. Killed. Hidden from. But Samira, Balin, Odis, and Tidur? Avoiding them would be like asking a man standing in the rain to not get wet. I was mildly surprised that thunderclouds hadn’t already formed, that I hadn’t been struck down by lightning, fire, stone, and ice. Especially lightning.

As I made my way to the city gates, I wondered if my father was right to have abandoned me.

He dubbed me killer. Black eyes and black soul. A threat to keep his wife and children away from. Traded me for a sack of silver and never looked back. Left me to fend for myself at a military school while he and his true children lived a happy life.

I’d proven his decision right every step of the way.

If he had kept me, my harm would have been limited to only those he held dearest instead of an entire nation. A small sacrifice, when you examine the numbers, but a sacrifice too large for a father to make. One son and hundreds of thousands of lives for his two favored children.

I spat.

Self-pity gave way to anger. I let it consume me, used the fuel of that fire to set all my thoughts aflame. I was to be hunted for putting down the very root of corruption. I was going to be killed for doing what was just. I thought my life had been forfeit because of today’s actions, but truly, it was forfeit the moment my father left me behind. From the moment I was born.

I slipped through the city gates with hatred for myself and for the world.


Chapter 49 - The Screech of Falcons

Outside the city, nature did not care for me or for Kaeso.

Animals chittered and a soft breeze blew. The creaking of a branch made me cringe. The rustle of bushes made my hand dart to my sword. A rabbit dashed across my path and I began to summon Aether to defend myself. Sweat had begun to roll down my forehead and my breathing was rapid.

When the clanging of the church bells rang, my heart sank.

I stopped running then. Walking through the forest like an old man who knew he didn’t have many hikes left in him, I forced my heart to slow. I thought of the lessons I learned in Eilen. Not of the ways to kill, but the ways to live with yourself after the killing is done. It wasn’t an easy task. It never is—never should be. I had a lot of experience with it, however, so I hummed Cassius and tried to watch the slow motion of the trees. The lazy ways the clouds swam in the sky. My mind was like a pool of water that had been disturbed by rocks, and now the ripples that buffeted the shore were slowing. Still present, but slowing.

In my thoughtless walk, I’d stumbled into the glade where Asher had dressed me down. It was only weeks ago, but it felt like a lifetime. I’d feared that he was going to execute me. To kick me out of the Vanguards.

He should have.

As my emotions calmed, I considered the situation. Not the one I was presently in, but the one that Kaeso and the Listeners had claimed. They said that Reign was dead. They said that the Archon had killed him.

It rang false.

If it was a conspiracy that the crown had invented, then it was a poor one.

The crown was not involved in the killing of the Justicars—the event that had threatened Cade’s life as well. The Archon loved his son. I’d seen him without his kingly persona only in times after his son had nearly lost his life.

Additionally, those men Kaeso had us arrest had warned of Reign’s absence. He’d made it his priority to silence those voices. Kaeso, I thought, before realizing he was merely a mouthpiece as well. Kaeso was conniving, calculating, and ambitious, but a plan like this? To kill Reign? That level of shameless moxie couldn’t be committed by mere humans.

Samira and Balin had both shown me that there was going to be a holy war. They’d both tried to recruit me, and both had been preparing for who knows how long. Meanwhile, the Archon was holding on to everything through grit. A grit that was slowly losing its grip.

The gods are greedy.

The words hit me like a bolt of thunder. Chills ran over my body and my stomach dropped. Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck. The evidence was there. The motive I couldn’t quite place, but I knew it down to my bones. Down to my blood. The Pantheon itself was responsible for this crime. They’d murdered their leader and blamed the crown.

The only question that remained was what to do next. How to prove it, how to stop the war.

I began to pace. I took a circular path, scratching my chin and walking around trees. Thoughts and planned speeches were like the heads of the hydra: dying quickly but constantly being replaced by several more. I could barely keep up with all the things I wanted to say. The people had to know. Asher had to know.

One step out of the glade. Another. Back to the city. Back to my death. It didn’t matter if I was going to be executed, only that I was believed. Surely my service with the Vanguards and my saving of the life of the Archon’s son had earned me enough time to give a speech. It might not be enough to save my life, but it would hopefully be enough to save the lives of everyone else.

I took another step and the screech of a falcon sounded from behind me.

My boot hovered in midair. My body shook and I was paralyzed. Other than a bead of sweat that ran down my nose, I was totally and completely still. Fear had me in her cold chains. The falcon had me in her talons.

It screeched again, close this time. I started to run.

I darted through the trees like a spooked deer. Not fast enough. The falcon was gaining on me. I weaved through trees, zigged and zagged, and did everything I could to break any potential sight lines. It didn’t matter. She knew where I was. She would not be denied.

I dove to the ground and a whoosh of air flew over me. The falcon had missed, but it had tried to skewer me where I stood. Still on the ground, I lifted my chin to the sky. The falcon was soaring upwards, leaving streaks of green light as it flew, and it looped in the air. Shining emeralds fixated on me.

Liar!

Samira screamed the word inside my skull as her falcon divebombed towards me. I pushed myself to my knees and rolled out of the way before it could pierce me with its beak. Its wings brushed past me as I narrowly avoided the bird.

Deceiver!

I was standing now, holding my blade with a two-handed grip like the woodsman holds his axe. The falcon began its dreaded descent again. Its screech rebounded off the trees, rebounded inside my skull, and the bird sped closer and closer. Like an arrow falling out of the sky.

I jumped to the side and swung, but the falcon spun under the blow. Pain laced through my leg and twin lines of blood dripped down. My blood. The falcon had sliced me with its talons. They were shallow cuts, but it felt wrong. Infected. Unholy. Standing wasn’t an issue and the pain was manageable, but it hurt in a way that using Aether did: not physical, but on a spiritual level.

It screeched again and dove.

Again, I dodged and tried to strike the falcon down. Again I missed. Again the bird did not. Another line of blood, this time across my ribs, and her falcon was preparing for another. Both sets of black talons dripped blood. Both demanded more.

This happened again and again. Three times in the leg, twice in the ribs, and twice in the arm. I was bleeding from seven assaults and preparing for an eighth, but I did not give up. I did not yield. Not in the face of the divine, not in the face of death. I took a deep breath, reset my feet, and faced the falcon with an eerie calm.

When it began its descent, I did not prepare to get out of the way. My liuyedao was held loosely, in one hand, and by my side. I kept my feet centered and my chest pointed at the bird. It screeched again, this time in a way that sounded like a cry of victory instead of a challenge of war.

I was not going to try to dodge out of the way. Not this time. I knew it and the bird knew it. The animals knew it. The trees knew it. For that one moment, the forest held its breath, waiting for the victor. The clash had been destined from the moment it began its hunt, and now it was finally here.

Seconds away from impact, I held up my unarmed hand. Palm flat and pointed at the bird, I fired a wide, concussive gale. The cost—shockingly—was the same as it had been since I’d signed the contract with Samira. I’d expected to spend more of my soul, but it seemed our contract was still in effect.

The burst of Aether hit the falcon and buffeted its wings, slowing it and leaving it disoriented. My blade sliced it nearly in twain, severing one wing from the shoulder. It landed like a meteor and skidded in a plume of dust and dirt.

How small it looked then. How pathetic. Pained cries and useless flaps of a singular wing as it tried to make its body move. I walked up slowly—still cautious—but it seemed to be unaware of me until I stood over it. Bright green eyes fixed on me even as it flapped its singular wing. It gave no cry when I lifted my sword, holding it in a backwards grip with the tip pointed to its breast; it gave no divine commands in my head as my sword sped and pierced its heart.

I held it in place with a boot and yanked the sword out. The green glow of its eyes disappeared instantly. Light hazel eyes looked up at me. The eyes of a creature that had died confused and in pain. I hope that bird did not suffer under Samira’s possession, although I know it did.

With a deep but shaky breath, I sheathed my blade and leaned against a tree. The pain was starting to come on as the adrenaline faded. Victory never brings comfort when the conflict is meaningless. Scars earned in futility were the reminder that the world is a thoughtless place.

My cuts didn’t matter. Pain never does. All that mattered now was getting back to Fymdell and revealing what I knew. I doubted a few talon swipes would be more painful than the fate that lay before me, but still. I walked on.

Another screech came from behind me.

Perched on a branch was another falcon. Its eyes glowed the same unholy green. Black talons were embedded into the wood; a sharp beak was pointed at me. It was entirely still, not in the way of hiding prey, but in the way a wolf stalks before the doe runs.

Another screech, this time in the blind spot to my left.

A different falcon. Same damned eyes. Glowing. Predatory. Waiting. My eyes darted back to the dead falcon, then to the first one. Both were exactly in the same place they had been. I swiveled back to the newer falcon, hoping my eyes had deceived me, that this was some mere illusion. It wasn’t. It too remained perched.

A third screech. The flapping of wings as another landed on a branch to my right. And then another. Three at the same time. On and on, more and more, the falcons came and surrounded me. So many pairs of glowing jade eyes. So many talons.

I tried—and failed—to get a count. At least fifty of the damned birds. Ultimately, the full number didn’t matter. If she had thirty less or ten thousand more, it wouldn’t change the all determining fact: she had enough.

My blade was out, useless as it was. I was completely encircled by the creatures, and even I could only stave off the inevitable for so long. I’d be lucky to kill even one before they plucked my eyes out, before they sliced my tendons and carried me away to whatever hell Samira had planned for me.

Traitor.

The voice was calmer now. Colder. More firm. Still an accusation, but a balanced one. The sentence of a dispassionate judge instead of the languishing cry of the victim.

Failure.

Stain.

Rotten.

I smiled. If I was going to die, it might as well be with bravado. “I am everything you say.”

Victim.

Bastard.

Worthless.

“I couldn’t go along with it. This grand lie that you’re peddling is going to cost so many lives, Samira. And for what? Why did you and the other gods do it?” I kept locking eyes with different falcons as if I were giving a speech to a crowd instead of one entity. “A war is going to break out. People killing in your name, dying in your name. Before you kill me, just tell me why.”

We owe you nothing, Herald. The word was said like a curse. Your actions change nothing. Prevent nothing. Was it worth it?

I closed my eyes and lifted my face skyward. Sun shone in pockets and warmed me. She had named me traitor. Failure, stain, rotten, victim, bastard, and worthless. All of those were true. It had been such a short life, but it was one mired by loss and death. One only worth remembering as a warning for future generations.

Yet, as I stood there in the sun surrounded by the vengeful wrath of a god denied, I didn’t feel like I was a failure. That I was a stain. That I was rotten, a victim, a bastard, or worthless. I felt like Redlin of the Wolves. Vanguard. A boy who had everything taken away from him and clawed his way through, for good or evil. Someone who was offered prestige and power at the cost of losing one true friend and balked at the price.

“Yes,” I finally answered. “Yes, it was worth it.”

I kept my eyes closed and waited for my mistress’ cold talons to plunge through my heart. All lives end. My time had come. How young I was, how thoughtless of an existence. Too many people only recognize their mistakes right before their end; no one promises a chaste life more fervently than a dying sinner. I’ll never claim to be better than my fellow man—in fact, I am the worst among us—but in that moment, I was brave. Full of forgiveness and empathy, even if it was pointed towards myself.

Her falcons never struck. Lightning never cascaded down. I had imagined a thousand wicked deaths and none of them came to pass. So ready for death was I that I could only crack one eye open in fear that I had already died and checking my surroundings would show I’d been placed in Limbo or the Black.

Gone.

She was gone. The glade was empty. A few feathers fell down lazily from branches, like the sage that burned from the towers in Fymdell. It was the only sign they’d been there at all. The malice, the threats, the acridness of the air had all disappeared along with her flock.

I breathed in a shaky, long breath. Surviving what one thinks is an execution has a dismantling effect on a person. What should be a relief is instead a burden. I had accepted my flaws and my mistakes, and now I had to re-shoulder their weight. There was the chance to be better, but I’d constantly thrown that chance away. I would cling tight to it for a while, but eventually that appreciation would fade. It always does.

There’d be another execution if I returned to Fymdell. I’d slipped the noose only so I could face the guillotine. I considered if I owed it to myself to flee. To live. Duty or advancement had been my life, and now I stood alone in a forest, possibilities endless. I could reinvent myself. Become anyone I wanted to be.

In the end, it was a passing fantasy and nothing more. I toyed with the idea of choosing to become a farmer, or a barkeep, or a river warden, or a hundred other jobs, but there was only one person I could ever choose to be. The only one we should all choose: I decided to become a better version of myself.

I just didn’t know I wouldn’t be given the chance.


Chapter 50 - Judge

“Redlin!”

I was on the outskirts of the forest—the city walls within view—when my name was called out. It was said with vitriol. Hate. Violence.

“Asher,” I responded. I said it calmly and to no one. He was hidden amongst the trees, probably with a knife or an arrow aimed at me.

“What the fuck did you do?” he demanded. I was wrong about the knife or the arrow. Instead, his sword was drawn and wielded with as much ferocity as his snarl.

“They declared a war. I killed their general.”

“You know what they’re saying in the city? That the Vanguards and the Archon are deposing the church! That we planned Kaeso’s death, and that we’re involved in this ‘death of Reign’ accusation.”

“Oh, that couldn’t be further from the truth,” I said. “We haven’t been able to plan anything grand in my entire time here.”

Asher rushed forward and swiped his sword. It would have been a killing blow, if it had connected. I was a bit surprised at that, and more surprised I had gotten my own blade up in time to block the blow. We pushed against each other and I let him win out.

An eerie calm had settled over me. My first father had abandoned me, my last interaction with my second ended with shouts, and now my third was trying to kill me. Deep inside the recesses of my mind, a tiny voice called out. The shout of a broken boy wrapped in his mother’s scarf. A cry of pain. A cry for mercy.

I silenced the voice.

“Listen to me, Asher. I know things. The Archon isn’t to blame for this. The Pantheon is.”

“And you’re the one to tell me this. You. Assassin. Herald of Samira.” He raised his sword, the blade pointed towards the sky. “Cyn’se told me that you had a darkness in you. Eran said the same, as did Westenra. I brushed them off, I told them that it was an anger at the injustices in life. That’s something I can relate to, Redlin. I thought of you as my son. Now I see you for what you are. An ambitious cutthroat who loves two things: violence and power.”

“Is that truly what you think?” I asked.

“What I think? What I think?!” He closed the distance and swung an overhand blow at me. I caught it with my own sword and again we both stood strong, pushing against each other. “Blood and chaos follow you wherever you go! I don’t know what sort of game you’re playing, but all I know is people keep dying around you and you keep rising the ranks of power.”

Through interlocked blades, I saw that he was conflicted. His mind painted me a villain, but his heart knew differently. Too often we make decisions with our heads instead of our souls. Asher had made his without either, and now we danced to misery’s tune.

He pushed against me, but I pushed back this time. Forces were equal for a moment. As he poured more and more strength into it and our interlocked swords began to inch towards my face, I lifted my free hand and fired a ray of wind into his stomach.

He was knocked back into the dirt a few feet away. It wasn’t enough to kill, or even to break skin, but it was an announcement. I could have killed him there. Next time, I may not choose mercy.

“Cheap shot.” He rose and gritted his teeth.

“Learned from the best.”

“You didn’t learn enough.”

“Perhaps not, but I learned more than Dorian ever did.”

I didn’t regret the words then, though I regret them now. I was a wounded animal lashing out with everything it had. Originally, I had set on a path of sacrifice; now all I wanted was to hurt him as much as he hurt me.

I succeeded.

He came at me with three quick swipes. Each strike had daunting power behind it. My swordhand was ringing after the second blow, and the third—a horizontal slash aimed at my head—nearly made me drop the blade. I backpedaled to keep him in front of me and to give myself a moment’s breath.

Asher did not let up.

All the training and experience he had built over the years were manifested into deadly dervishes and brutal strikes. It took all I had to keep up and prevent the finishing blow. I stood little chance as it was, and it would have been no chance at all if he had a clear mind. Blinded by rage, he didn’t work in feints or lacerate me with little cuts: he wanted my head. A slow death wasn’t good enough. A quick death wasn’t good enough. The only thing that was going to satisfy him was sheer brutality, and he wouldn’t stop until he had it.

More attacks came from wide, sweeping angles. They were sweeping slashes that were designed to cut me in two. I kept backpedaling, kept blocking, until I backed into a tree. He had me then, and he knew it. He put his weight on the back of his heels, ready to spring forward and skewer me, so I did the one thing I could.

I held out my palm again and fired a gale with enough force to cut through him.

It cost me a lot of myself. The strength of the Aether was high, the range intermediate. I could feel how little I had left. Maybe a quarter of the amount that I had been born with remained, and that was before this blast. But, in the face of certain death, it was an easy enough decision.

Asher blocked it easily with his free hand.

A shield of flame ate my ray. He hadn’t even slowed his oncoming leap to summon it. My last trick was no good. Just like the falcon’s dive, Asher was now speeding towards me in midair, sword tip pointed toward me. Death undeniable. The end.

A burst of wind knocked him off his path.

It was too strong—and too illogical—to have been natural. It was a sudden thing, and fierce enough to push a grown man.

This was Aether-driven.

“I should have known she’d protect you.” Asher rose and wiped blood off his lip.

I laughed. It was a mad thing, but irresistible at the irony and impossibility of the situation. Moments ago, she’d attacked me herself; now I was accused of being her prized possession. Every faction in Usmal seemed to think I was in bed with the other one. The whole time I was hated by all.

“Let’s finish this, Redlin.” He held his sword by his side and the thrum of Shattering came from his free hand. Whatever he had in store for me was going to be fatal.

I sighed. I was suddenly weary of it all. In some way, accepting death was fine. At least it meant a way out. Usmal was damned, the gods would go to war, and people would die in droves, but at least I wouldn’t be a part of it. I had done what I could in life, and that was enough.

“I meant what I said earlier.” My words made Asher pause ever so slightly. “The Archon didn’t kill Reign: the other gods did. I don’t know how, I don’t know why, but that’s what happened. After I’m dead, tell everyone the truth.”

Then, I did something that surprised both Asher and myself. I sheathed my blade. I held out my hands helplessly to the side. I was more than an easy target; I was the self-sacrificing man I had intended to be before Asher had accosted me. My reflex had been defensive pride—as it ever was—but I was ready to discard it now. One last chance at redemption.

Just as I had my original directive, Asher had his. He had come here to kill me, and Asher rarely did things halfway. He held up his free hand and the amalgamation of Aether in his palm grew. I could taste the bitterness in the air, feel the hairs on my body rise. I thought of Mika, robed in white, welcoming me into the afterlife.

A knife flew by and embedded itself in the tree beside the Vanguard captain.

“That’s enough, Asher.”


Chapter 51 - Jury

“Preventing me from executing an assassin, Cyn’se?” Asher asked with a sneer. “Not very like you.”

“You call this an execution? This looks like murder,” she retorted.

“What does it matter if it’s by steel or by rope?”

“When the fall is all there is, it matters a great deal. You know that.” It sounded like she was quoting something.

“Did you hear what he did? Do you know who he serves?!” He kept his palm leveled at me still. “He’s too dangerous to be left alive! Fuck fair, fuck forgiveness. We’re Vanguards. We do what needs doing.”

“He’s a Vanguard as well.” Cyn’se broke gaze with Asher and faced me. “Redlin, did you do what needs doing?”

“Aye.”

“So, we’re at an impasse,” she said.

“I’m the leader of the Vanguards,” Asher said through clenched teeth.

“You are. But I brought all that I could.” She whistled and nine Vanguards appeared from behind trees and bushes. A few were above us, in the branches. They formed a half circle around me. “Let us hear him out, together. If we find him guilty then I won’t stop you from executing him. Fuck, I’ll execute him myself. May even enjoy it. Bastard has been a pain since we brought him on.”

I couldn’t tell if she was joking about the last part.

“Fine.” Asher relented and his hand fell to his side. “Make it quick, Herald.”

Arguing for one’s own life is something that’s easy to imagine and hard to practice. Eloquent speeches are easier to give when knives and arrows aren’t pointed your way; persuasive and logical arguments are hard to come by when your life hangs on their construction.

Speeches had never been my strong suit anyway. Instead, I led with the only thing I had—and the only thing that would have mattered if they cut me down: the truth.

“I have not been honest with you all,” I started, allowing myself a touch of melodrama. “I knew this was coming. This holy war. I’d been warned and given time to prepare, and I ignored those warnings. I could have told you all. I could have told Asher. I could have told the Archon, but instead I closed my eyes and pretended their warnings were vague prophecies.

“Kaeso said that the Archon killed Reign. That is a lie. Instead, the other gods conspired to kill their father. Kaeso was a tool—and one successfully used. He’s incited a holy war and he was going to execute the prince as his first strike. I stopped him the only way I knew how. I slayed what I thought was the head of the snake, but I see the futility in it now. Kaeso was a pawn in this grand game. Just like you. Just like me.

“Cyn’se has given me this opportunity to defend my actions and perhaps even save my life. I don’t want it. All I want is to tell you all what happened, and what will happen. The Pantheon is responsible for the death of Reign. War is coming. It is inevitable. In my haste to save the Archon’s son, I have implicated the Vanguards. The public will whisper that we collude with the crown—that together we slayed both Reign and the Seraph. I alone have decided what side the Vanguards will take in this war, and if you all vote to kill me for my actions, I will understand.

“But, I would do it again.”

A few gasps came from everyone, but most were silent. My eyes darted across the Vanguards. Hazel wore a face of passivity, of the student willing to learn; Juck had the understanding visage of a friend; Eran looked furious, Westenra looked doubly so; the Vanguards I didn’t know nodded along like they agreed with what I was saying.

“Yes, I would do it again. The gods play at a game I haven’t figured out yet, but whatever their goal is, it is vile. It can’t be allowed to pass. They’ll say that the Archon struck first and the Vanguards struck second, but never forget that they arranged this long ago. They have sharpened their knives for years. Crafted plan after plan until it was perfect. Then they struck and left the bloodied dagger in our hands.

“Ultimately, I think you only have one choice: kill me, but side with the Archon.”

That recommendation was the one that broke the stoicism in the rest. Quirked heads, furrowed eyebrows, gasps, and even a few people shaking their heads in disagreement. I gave them nothing else. I had spoken as plainly as I could and ended it with a sincere recommendation. The Vanguards looked for a decision, but they did not look to Asher.

Everyone waited for Cyn’se.

“You’ve always had a high opinion of yourself,” she said. It wasn’t chiding. It was pitying.

Her statement brought some of the melancholy I should have been feeling. “Well, we all have our flaws, but I don’t think anyone here thinks lower of myself than I do.”

I half hoped Eran would make the easy joke with a quick disagreement. He didn’t. It could have been the lighting of the forest—or even just my imagination—but it looked like he had tears welling in his eyes. He had accepted that this ended with my death.

Just as I had.

“Well, let’s get this over with,” Asher said. He took one step towards me.

“No,” Cyn’se said. “We haven’t voted.”

“You heard him. He’s been keeping secrets, he committed us to a holy war, and he assassinated the Seraph. Committing any one of those crimes is a death warrant. You know it, I know it, he knows it, and everyone here knows it. Fuck, Cyn’se, he wants to die. He might as well do it in a way that tries to fix everything.”

“You’re as foolish as he is if you think his death changes anything. It won’t bring Kaeso back. It won’t end the uprising.” Cyn’se took a deep breath. “Redlin’s death will not bring Reign back.”

“That’s not what justice is about.”

“Justice is an entire other matter. I’ve rejected your demands for vengeance, that is all.”

“The Seraph was going to execute the prince,” Hazel spoke up. “You may call that an assassination, but I call that defense of the crown.”

“Misunderstanding evidence is also a mistake, nothing more,” one of the Vanguards unknown to me said. I would later find out his name was Ryu, and that he was one of the best duelists the Vanguards had.

“‘Misunderstanding evidence’? He hid a conspiracy! That makes him a co-conspirator!” Asher shouted.

Cyn’se cleared her throat. “A soldier told me that when you killed Kaeso, Samira’s Listener shrieked. Is that true?”

“Yes,” I said. “The Listener sent me into Limbo and forced me to commune with Samira moments before Kaeso’s speech, and the goddess told me to side with Kaeso.”

“Does that sound like a conspirator to you?” Cyn’se asked Asher.

“It sounds like a man who can’t be loyal to anyone. He betrayed us, his goddess, his school, and his friends.” Asher stopped and hefted his blade so it rested on his shoulder like the axe rests on the executioner’s shoulder. “Go ahead, Redlin, tell them about your old friend Gare.”

My blood went cold at that. This was a trial where I had accepted both shame and guilt, but that failure was one I hadn’t prepared to own. Ironic, maybe, that I was ready to die for the things that would mark me in the history books as a villain, but that childhood misstep was the one that had left me dazed.

It is always the sins we thought long buried that hurt us the most.

Caught off guard, I responded with an angry silence. The defenselessness delighted Asher, and he continued with a vengeful smile.

“You thought no one knew about that. That’s the problem with making enemies, Redlin. They delve into history. Wiles Munk talked to the Headmistress of Eilen and she informed him that you lied to cover for your paramour. He was exiled for your lie, and then he became a Reaper. How many students did he kill, again? Four? And then Rohan died as well—all to erase your mistake. Six lives. Gone. For your treachery. And it’s never been enough.” He barked a harsh laugh. “Gods, I should have known to never trust you after you pulled that gambit on Mord.”

“We’re not here to discuss the mistakes of children,” Cyn’se said.

“It’s a pattern. Treachery and trickery, deceit after deceit. There’s no one in this life he hasn’t betrayed.” Asher crossed his arms over his chest in the haughty manner of one who’s won. “Besides, you label him child. He was old enough to know better then, and he’s been old enough to know better every time since. Face facts, Cyn’se: not only does he deserve to die, but he’s a danger to everyone if he lives.”

“If this is a matter of justice,” I interrupted, “then you deserve to die alongside me.”

Asher growled, but I continued. “I warned you many times that we needed to stand up against the Pantheon. You always said that there was a plan—that you were doing what you could to repel their efforts—but look what’s happened. You say that I was a co-conspirator, but I seem to be the only one here who’s stood against them.”

“How do we know this isn’t another ruse?” one of the Vanguards asked—a woman named Matar. “If they win this war, they’re the only ones left with power. Redlin destroying the Vanguards’ reputation makes our eradication a just retribution.”

“No,” Eran said. “No, Redlin isn’t a martyr. He takes no pride in being Herald, and he certainly isn’t willing to die to further their cause. If Samira planned this, Redlin had no part in it.”

“So, just a fool then,” one of the unseen Vanguards said.

“And a coward,” Eran agreed. “But not a traitor.”

More voices chimed in. When life and death are on the line, all are silent until the dam breaks open. Then the river of words surges forward from every tongue. On some sides there were arguments of a philosophical nature; on others there were questions of practicality and logistics.

A man shouldn’t have to hear questions about whether or not he’s to be put to death, but if he is to hear them, they shouldn’t be academic. There was passion in the debates, but not humanity. The lack of compassion cooled my temper like a hot sword being thrust into a bucket of water. I was empty once again. A window to be looked through, a book with blank pages.

“Redlin,” Cyn’se said, her voice cutting through the clamor like a knife. “If you’re not hanged after this, what will you do?”

The bluntness of the hypothetical almost made me smile, but I answered her with a dead face and deader words. “Whatever the Vanguards tell me to.”

“Oh, Redlin, those times are over. You are Vanguard no more.”

That hurt more than my potential death.

Eran was right about me refusing to be a martyr for Samira, but he was wrong about my inability. I would have sacrificed myself for the Vanguards. They had given me friends. Family. A chance to make something of this life.

And now, I was no longer one of them.

I had held on to the foolish notion that I could die as a Vanguard—never mind that they were the ones who tied the noose. I was one of them. Failure, stain, and black mark, but I was one of them. You cannot expel a family member, no matter their sins. But that’s what they had done. Would do.

I had tried to make myself a cool, grey stone that couldn’t be hurt anymore, but with persistence and power, even stones break.

And I was little more than rubble.

“I don’t know,” I answered honestly. My voice cracked.

“You have to do better than that,” Cyn’se challenged. “What would you do?”

Conversations stilled as attention centered back onto the two of us. “Honestly? I’ve had my fill of ambition. I strived for fame and prestige ever since my father abandoned me. Now I sit alone, hated by all.

“You ask me what I’d do. When I said ‘I don’t know’, I meant it. The one thing I know is that I’ll drink until the thoughts stop, and then I’ll drink some more. After that …” I shrugged as my words trailed off.

“Thank you, Redlin,” Cyn’se said. “It’s time for a vote. Vanguards! This is a complicated case. The truth is obfuscated and there are many parties at play. This will be a group decision. Before we start, does anyone here think Redlin should remain a Vanguard?”

Silence. Not even Hazel made a movement of regret. Not even Juck.

“Very well. Choose: death, or exile.”

“Death.” Asher spoke first. His rage—while still domineering—was now a passive thing. Red-hot coals instead of a roaring fire.

“Exile,” Cyn’se voted. Her words were entirely devoid of emotion.

After that, a small lull occured. Opinions were easily shared until the finality of the decision loomed over them. Even the most fervent among them were hesitant.

“Exile,” Hazel said. Melancholy tinted her voice, but she added a wink and a sympathetic smile. “Can’t afford to lose another squad leader.”

I returned the smile, nature and all.

“Death,” a Vanguard said.

“Death.”

Ryu interrupted the grim mantra. “Exile.”

“Exile.”

“Exile.”

“Death,” Westenra said. If I was a grey stone that had been broken into pebbles, the giant’s vote ground me to dust.

Cyn’se turned to Eran. Despite my reticence for arguing for my own life, I felt a small relief. With Eran voting for exile, that would all but assure the outcome. Part of me wanted to die, but not today. Not here. My suicide was to be a long-drawn-out one. Organ failure from the abuses of liquor, or perhaps picking a fight with guards after too many drinks. I did not want to give Asher the satisfaction—nor the guilt that would inevitably come.

“Death,” Eran voted.

The grey dust that I was had been blown away by a gentle breeze. Now I was nothing. A shattered window, a broken blade, a stringless lute.

He wouldn’t look at me. Couldn’t. Some damaged part of him thought that voting for death for me was like voting for Corvo. In his mind, we were the same. I wanted to shout at him, to admonish his thoughts and his vote, but I found myself incapable of speaking. I was very tired. I still wanted to die elsewhere, but my care for where and when that occurred was rapidly dwindling.

Cyn’se carried on to the last vote without reacting to Eran’s vote. “Juck, the final vote falls to you. Thumbs-up for exile, down for death.” Asher grimaced at the idea that my life hung on the decision of one of his subordinates. I half expected him to not even wait for Juck’s gesture and simply march forward and behead me. It’s what I would have done.

“Good man.” Juck held his thumb up proudly. His words were a pained gurgle and a few Vanguards murmured after he spoke. It was the first time any of them had heard him speak, and he did it for me. The one who had cost him his voice in the first place.

His public forgiveness of me placated the ones who had voted for death, with the exception of Asher. After all, if Juck could absolve me of my malevolence, they could overlook my follies. Compassion is a fire that can be lit by one act.

Vanguards put knives and bows away. Some did it with relief, others with reluctance.

Cyn’se walked up and gently wrapped her fingers around the Vanguard pin on my tunic. Memories of earning the components with Nu’uk, Eran, and Yuna rose to the surface. Chasing the green-cloaked double out of book street, joking in the taverns before a mission, the cautious dance of courtship between Yuna and Nu’uk. We were young and full of life, racing down destiny’s path with the carefree stride of children with me at the point serving both as lure and guide. Now one was dead, one deserted, and the last voted for my death. Some leader I had turned out to be.

The memories dissipated with Cyn’se’s words.

“Redlin of the Wolves, I strip you from our ranks.”

Her voice lowered to the point that only the two of us could clearly hear what she said. It felt oddly intimate, despite the crowd and the knives and the arrows. Our proximity wasn’t romantic, but it was something much more. Honest. Warm, maybe, like a cozy room heated by a fireplace and occupied by a sleeping dog.

“If you Shatter, you will be branded an Apostate and put to death. If you attempt to use your former status to be an authority to the citizenry—or to claim that you still belong to our ranks—you will be branded Masquerader and put to death.”

With a small click, she removed the pin from my chest. It was a stark difference compared to the last time she had removed it. Part of me wanted to chuckle at the contrast. The other part wanted to sob.

I risked looking over her shoulder to study Asher. For better or worse, I wished he was the one who was doing this. I’m grateful Cyn’se did it as gently as she could, but Asher was the man I looked up to. He’d molded me, believed in me, given me a hundred chances to do better. Like a father would.

He wore a snarl.

One of the worst traits humans have is the need for approval from those they love. I did it with my father, with Mika, and with Asher. Life is repeating the same mistake again and again, just on different canvases. The people, the location, and the stakes were always in flux, but the one constant was me being the same fuckup I always have been.

It doesn’t make the pain we inflict on ourselves any less real.

“Normally we say ‘May Reign protect you’ here, but, well …” Cyn’se trailed off.

“Thank you, Cyn’se.” I held out my hand. “I know we didn’t always get along, but I learned a lot from you and you always tried your best to teach me.”

She shook my forearm warmly. I lied, but the nature of our goodbye made us both nostalgic enough to ignore it. Cyn’se was standing in for Asher—and the Vanguards as a whole—and was kind enough to offer friendship in the dismissal. Buried under the cold, practiced shell of a trained killer who specialized in steel and isolation was a woman who was protecting herself. I saw it for the first time. Her.

I wish I had seen it earlier.

Our handshake broke off and I stood alone in the crowd. I needed to say goodbye to Asher, to Hazel and Juck and Eran and everyone. To express that I was hurt by both Asher and Eran. Urge them to side against the Pantheon and begin a war of both subterfuge and force. Say something before I faded into a ghost of a memory instead of the real person who stood before them.

I couldn’t find anything.

I turned and walked further into the forest. Directionless, except for the compulsion to get away from the crowd and be alone. Men are taught to not cry, and that if we must do so, it has to be alone. Stripped of my identity as a Vanguard, I clung to the social mantras that couldn’t be taken away, regardless if they were healthy or not.

“Take his sword, too,” Asher said.

His command flew through the air and chained me to where I stood.

“Asher, that’s not necessary,” Cyn’se said.

“He’s a danger to the country. Take it.”

I didn’t hear her approach. My back was turned to her and I was riddled with so much feeling and emotion that my senses weren’t functioning. I think I heard her whisper “Sorry” as the weight that had been on my side for so long was lifted. It was like I had lost a hand.

Trying to force myself to be numb so I didn’t break in front of my former organization, I walked into the forest. Weaponless, creedless, and alone.


Interlude V

Silence fell between the two as he drifted off in memory.

He saw himself still there, shifting through a forest that never seemed to end. He could never fully escape the coalition of threats. Potential executioners lay in the shadow of every tree. Perched on every branch. He could not escape their grasp, nor could he fully leave behind the city where bells tolled and the smoke of war billowed. Both hunted him, clung to him like a shadow. A never-ending chase.

“There’s still stories that the Vanguards were responsible for Kaeso’s assassination, you know,” Maya said, bringing him back to the present.

“People love conspiracy,” he said bitterly. He let out a small, clenched sigh and forced himself back to practiced apathy. “I’ve heard tales that the Vanguards forced me into it. My favorite one is that I personally slew Reign, somehow coerced Kaeso into saying the Archon did it, then killed Kaeso to tie up a loose end.”

“You’re saying that didn’t happen?”

“The only rumor I’m willing to confirm is the one about my skills in the bedroom.”

“The ones about how you liked to incorporate fish into the act?”

“Do I detect a note of judgment? You should try it sometime, the flopping is sublime.”

“Maybe one day.”

He paused, shook his head with a grimace, and added, “Just make sure it’s a fish without teeth.”

“What’s life without a little risk?” Maya asked.

“One full of fish without teeth and women without propriety,” Redlin said.

“Sounds like a bad time.”

“Much better than the alternative.” Redlin leaned against the prison wall. “An evening with a prudish woman and a salicious-yet-daggertoothed fish sounds like it ends with a trip to church or the infirmary.”

She shrugged and gestured to their surroundings. “Both sound better than a night in the cells.”

“That depends.”

“Depends on what?”

“Did you bring any fish?”

She turned to a blank page and drew a child’s rendition of a flat, round fish with big eyes and an open mouth. Then she drew in jagged triangles for teeth. Maya passed it through the bars.

“Skin’s a bit dryer than I prefer, but I’ll make do,” Redlin said.

“And the teeth?”

“What’s life without a little risk?”

“Bleak and humorless, I imagine. Like getting stitches after an evening with an uptight woman and a toothy fish.”

“Just like my life, that’s only bleak—not humorless.” He sighed and placed the drawing beside him carefully. “Humor, I think, is my ultimate vice. There’s a small piece of me that’s mad at myself. I’m going to die soon. This is my last chance to tell my story. I just told you about how I struck the spark that set the world aflame and my expulsion from the storied legion I had spent my childhood trying to earn a spot in, and right after that I’m telling jokes about fucking fish.”

“‘Jokes’?” she quipped. He didn’t laugh. “Sorry.”

“Maybe it’s the finality looming over me. Or maybe it’s the self-reflection. Things were different in my mind. I’ve reviewed my mistakes time and time again, but laying them out to be dissected like this is challenging. We have a tendency to soften the edges of our own memories. Change the harsh inflection of our words, add in apologies that never existed. The mind loves to tell itself ‘It wasn’t that bad’, when in reality it was worse than we’ll ever know.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

“We should be able to face the truth with open eyes.”

“Open eyes lead to closed hearts.” She closed her book and set aside the ink pot and quill. “You and I both have the burden of being the unlucky few who aren’t allowed to close their eyes. We’ve faced the evil in ourselves and in others. We’ve delved through darkness unblinking—listened to the screams of demons and their victims—all so the rest of them can keep their eyes closed and their hearts open. The ignorant masses. It’s not fair. Never has been, and never will be. But we persist. We push forward. We remain, the watchers in the dark.”

“Spoken like someone with an open heart,” he said with the slightest hint of disdain.

“You don’t need to be vulnerable to want what’s best for everyone else.”

He shrugged as if he were chewing on the words and couldn’t tell if he liked the taste or not. “Well said,” he finally admitted. “Is that what you do it for?”

“In part. Sometimes I still feel like I’m chasing Victraine’s shadow. Other times I feel like you did—wanting to matter. Add in a dash of wanting to make myself proud, and well, that’s me.”

Redlin didn’t answer. He merely waited in the dark cell. A statue in contemplation.

She continued. “You know, there was a girl I helped on my first year of the job. She wasn’t a waif, but she wasn’t highborn either. Lost her father during the war. She and her mother ended up living in the basement of a bakery where they worked and watched the store. Her mother was beaten and maimed during a robbery.

“They sent me after him with total disregard. Like I was going on a pointless, trivial errand instead of seeking justice for those without the means to do so themselves. My first day procured no results. The second ended with a physical description but nothing else. My overseer told me to forget about the case and move on to the next.

“I couldn’t do it. I saw the little girl when I interviewed her mother. Anna, her name was. She didn’t say much, but she was so broken. So woeful. She was like a starving animal that had all but given up.

“I was assigned more cases. ‘Important’ ones, ones that had seen nobles slightly inconvenienced or the church stolen from. I did my duty on those, but still, I thought of Anna. I gave up sleep and meals to keep working on finding the one who had robbed her mother.

“Eventually, I found him. Purn Mercer. He’s no one you’ve ever heard of—an addict and a gambler—but he was someone that Anna thought of every day. She didn’t know who he was or even what he looked like. She didn’t know why he did what he did. The only thing Anna knew was that someone broke into the bakery where they lived and hurt her mom. I had to show her that wasn’t normal. That she was safe.”

“What did she say? When she saw him?”

“‘He looks sad.’”

“The empathy of children.”

“The strength of open hearts.” Maya smiled as if she were hearing memories at a funeral. “If she had grown up without him getting caught, she would be disillusioned with the law.”

“She’d have been right: your overseer told you to leave it.”

“No, Redlin, she would have only been right if I had followed that order.”

He nodded, sighed, and continued his tale.


Part II:
The Justicars’ Revenge


“My soul bleeds and the blood steadily, silently, disturbingly slowly, swallows me whole.”

— Fyodor Dostoevsky


Chapter 52 - Lost, In Despair

The world looks different when you have no attachment to it.

I wrapped myself in my cloak as I walked. It was a warm day, despite the grey sky and the breeze, but still I wore it tight. It was the closest thing I had to a hug from a friend. To a tether to this earth.

I’ve considered suicide many times throughout my life. Most of the time I was able to push back those enticing whispers by clinging onto my bonds, rage, or ambition, but I found all three of those wicks doused and unable to ignite. Now there was nothing to live for. Nothing to gain. The past had been tainted, the future thrown away, and the present was pain. They call suicide the coward’s way out, but if you have nothing to live for, is it truly? When the swordsman knows he’s beat, he yields with honor; when the politician loses, he acknowledges the public’s will and bows out with grace. Life—in its holy sanctum—is considered different. Too valuable to throw away.

As I aimlessly trekked through the forest, I considered this to be hypocrisy. Those who preach the invaluable nature of life haven’t had the urge to break a mirror instead of seeing their own face. They haven’t gone to sleep hoping they don’t wake up. They haven’t walked under black clouds and prayed lightning streak from the heavens and end them in a shameless, blameless fashion.

My suffering, my abandonment, my good deeds and my evil ones alike were all components of the one question that weighed on my mind: what was the point of any of it? The question plagued me. I spoke the words out loud. I asked the air, the trees, the sunshine, and the insects. I asked myself the question. I asked Reign.

None had an answer.

My heart was empty and my mind wished for death, but my feet kept moving. The body persists when the spirit is broken. Natural instincts for survival spurred me forward, but a starker motive was the fear of what would happen if I stopped. At least moving was a distraction. When in motion, the mind is forced to ruminate, to get off its high perch of solitary focus and wander the paths of thought. Like the bird that leaves its nest, it always returns home, but always slightly changed.

The desire for an end did not leave that day, but I was able to find techniques to push the pain down. In a way, it was like trying to drown a man: a lot of effort, a constant fight, and the derailment of conviction every time it broke and earned a gasped breath.

I walked through the day and the majority of the night. The sky changed from the dark grey of apathy to the blackness of grief. The drone of insects was replaced with the skittering of nocturnal creatures. I persisted: an unchanging specter haunting the forest. I used to be a man with a firestorm of rage inside him. It was kept within skin and flesh and blood and bone, but it was always there. Always rampaging. Some days the storm would quiet, others it would rise to a deafening roar, but now it was gone.

Without the call to kill, suicide became a more enticing option.

I was born to kill. Now, I existed to march and to march alone.

Eventually, I rested. It had been night for quite some time and dawn wasn’t far away, but it was as good a time as any when you don’t care what happens next. I nestled myself in the roots of a great tree and fell asleep shivering. Far away, I heard the sounds of myself crying.

-

I had hoped to find oblivion in my unconsciousness.

I did not want fantasies of the future or memories of the past. Friends, enemies, family, lovers. They were out of reach, and I was glad for it. Kaeso’s decapitated head mocking me, Asher giving the headsman a thumbs-down, a hellish white light of Reign’s dissaproval—these are the things I had expected to dream, even though there had been no desire for anything outside of a perfect canvas of blackness.

Instead, I dreamt that I was in Limbo.

Before me was a woman chained to the grey sands. The links of her bonds glowed red, not in the way metal does when it’s hot, but in the illuminating way of Samira’s birds. The radiating light of her chains showed her brown hair and green eyes. Her crooked nose and the necklace she wore—the necklace her daughter had made out of seashells and twine. The terror on her face as she thrashed and pled and cried and screamed.

With distant horror, trepidation, and the beleaguered motions of the damned, I knelt before her. In the distance, entities gathered, stampeding over each other and rushing their way to the pair of us. They were far away, but their approach was swift and they would close upon us soon.

Still, I told her I was sorry. That she didn’t deserve this, that her sacrifice meant something. I knew it did nothing to placate her, but I still said it. I wondered if I even meant it anymore. Dream or not, I felt that this was far from the first time I had done this. I’d said those exact words over and over. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Like a man trying to speak an idea into existence.

She kept thrashing. The sound of her chains rattling could barely be heard over the growing chorus of malignant entities speeding to steal what was mine. They would have their pound of flesh, but for now, this was a meal for me alone.

I placed my hand on her stomach. Aether coursed through my arm as I Reaped her.

Aether coursed through my arm. I stole her energy, her life, her very soul. At this point, I knew that I had Reaped many times, and while at first it may have been noticeable, now it was like a bucket of water being added to a lake. My muscles also got stronger, but not as much as the first time I had drank from this unholy well. Diminishing returns.

Trickling in alongside the Aether and the physical gifts were memories. I tried to filter them out and discard them, but taking someone’s soul has its risks. There were flashes of her son and daughter smiling as her husband took turns throwing them into a bed of leaves; visions of the first time she and her husband made love; a memory of the day she was sick and her mother played with her hair while she drifted in between consciousness and slumber.

Her screams became a voiceless, breathless thing. Something between a gasp and a whistle. They always do, near the end.

I’d gotten most of her soul and now the aberrations were close enough to be seen in detail. Together they formed a cloud of red, jagged edges of lightning caught in ice, but if you looked closely enough you could see faces. Not human. No animal would suffice to describe them either. One in particular caught my attention, a visage with one nose hole, six eyes, and a blue hole of a mouth. Its head was made of a shape of five uneven lines and it had no hair. That was the first one to reach what was left of the woman in front of me.

They began their profane feast. Her screams had stopped completely but the entities fought for the scraps. Rending, gushing sounds joined the cacophony of their existence and the rattling of chains. Blood and skin and hair were ripped off and fell gently beside her, like snow cascading on a sleepy village.

The creatures finished their meal, but they were not satisfied. They never were. She was a paltry thing, made even more so by my desecration of her, but she would have been little more than an appetizer for one of those demons. Hungry, always. They looked to me with drooling mouths.

I willed myself out of Limbo.

-

It was midday when I woke. The sky was a quiet blue. The wind was gentle and the air alive.

I rose, stretched, cracked my back, and relieved myself. Instinct led me through routine actions and I let it. The shock of losing my status and friends had begun to subside, but the yawning void remained. Coherent thoughts were hard to come by. Even my horrific dream failed to make purchase within me. The visions weighed on me, but with everything else going on, it was like adding a gold coin to a vault of treasure.

The same as yesterday, I walked. The only direction that mattered was away. There was no final destination in mind, no safe haven to find. Just movement and a desire to put as much distance between myself and the brewing war as possible. It wasn’t because I feared the death or the violence; it was because I am a coward of an entirely different nature.

Humming the notes of Cassius felt wrong and out of tune. Appreciating the notes of sunshine that would dot my skin through the holes of the forest’s canopies felt unearned. Thirst and hunger were both registered and tossed aside. I was little more than a Husk trying in some subconscious way to regain its humanity.

On and on I walked.

I stopped only once, when I heard the babble of a stream. It brought me to a precious glade, one untouched by humanity and its unyielding growth and demand to grip all things in its power. A pair of deer saw me—likely a mother and its adolescent child—and drank on unperturbed.

I knelt before the stream and scooped water with my hands. It was cool and pure and I lavished it. Over and over I drank deep, slaking a thirst that had become far deeper than I realized. I relished it like the alcoholic worships wine after a drought of spirits.

Even though my thirst had been quenched, I continued to drink. It was a compulsive act. I opened my eyes and saw my knees buried in the ground, taking something that didn’t belong to me. For the briefest of instances, the water in my hands was not the pure, clear water I had seen in the stream, but the reddened waters of Limbo. The grassy glade had become grey sands. The deer had transformed into nameless demonic entities, their shapes shifting slowly in both structure and size. The stones across the river turned into the woman I had Reaped in my dream.

The vision passed. When it did, the deer had fled.

On shaky legs, I stood, and continued my trek. My disgust left with the deer.

-

I slept once more. This time my dreams were the empty, full blackness I had desired. The worries, memories, and expectations of the future were snuffed out like a candle. It lasted all too briefly. Rabbits woke me in the midmorning as they darted a few feet away from me, shaking bushes as they fled. I wondered if they hid from a falcon like I did.

After a stretch and a piss, I continued my journey. The last day of it, as this was the day before I found the village of Corvound.


Chapter 53 - The Village of Corvound

Corvound isn’t a place you’d find on most maps.

It doesn’t have a storied history. No war heroes came from that sleepy village, no poets or great artists. Songs aren’t sung about it. Generals don’t discuss its tactical worth, historians don’t mention it when they write about the destruction and death that occurred during my war.

What it did have, however, was a people who cared about each other. There were twelve families and a smattering of single men and women. Some knew how to weave, others knew how to stitch or butcher livestock. A few knew how to make furniture and housing supplies out of lumber.

But all knew how to farm.

Everyone in Corvound—with the sole exceptions of Grend and his son Kurt, who cut trees and hunted—did either animal husbandry or tilled and worked the land. They did it in separate plots but always as one village.

All in all, Corvound had eighty-three souls living in it when I showed up. Eighty-three hardworking individuals who did everything they could to make sure their children and their neighbor’s children saw the next sunrise.

Eighty-three souls that curse my name.

Dusk had begun its descent as I walked up. I thought about skirting the town entirely, avoiding it like a wolf instinctively avoids humans. That’s what I felt like, covered in grey and avoiding civilization. A lone wolf, one that had been kicked out of its pack. Wolves aren’t meant to hunt alone, but that’s what I was. I wondered if my name was even still Redlin of the Wolves, or if that too had been taken from me.

Opened windows and active fires filled the landscape. They revealed the approximate size of the village and little else. There weren’t any signs that pointed in the direction of inns or restaurants, nor were there guards on the outskirts to point good men in and bad ones away.

I simply stood still, like a tree that had planted its roots in a bad location but it was too late and too stubborn to move now. I was so used to the hustling of street vendors and the annoyance of busy passerbys that I expected to be accosted for my stillness. No one was around to pull or prod me.

I stood like that for quite some time. Waiting in the dark like a forgotten plant. No movement, no desire, nothing other than stillness. I suppose that I knew I couldn’t continue simply walking in the forest forever, and on a deeper level I think I needed catharsis. One of the things I had learned in my time as a Vanguard is that criminals who commit acts of a serious nature often make mistakes out of a buried guilt—not as a mistake or a failing of intelligence, but a desire to be caught. A desire for penance.

Eventually, a door swiveled open. In that instant, my stillness evaporated like snow meeting flame. I darted behind one of the houses, heart pumping, watching the house that sheltered a nighttime explorer. There was a faint outline of a solidly built man. All other details were lost to me in the night and the distance. He looked over in my direction and my hand slid to where my liuyedao used to hang. Old habits die hard, especially violent ones that had been honed over years of training.

The man turned and went back into his home.

I breathed a sigh of relief and looked up into the starry sky. This was a village untainted by the smoke of industry and the pollution of overpopulation. The stars were brighter than I had ever seen them in Fymdell, and even though my future seemed as dark as the blackness that filled the void between those white gemstones, I felt a sense of peace looking into the million lights that dotted the sky.

I fell asleep thinking of different worlds and fantastical legends.

-

“Mister? Are you okay?”

The voice that spoke to me was small and high-pitched. An innocent voice. One that should have asked questions about kittens and stories, not the welfare of assassins sleeping in the open.

My eyes shot open, not yet processing that this was a little girl, only aware that morning had come and I had been caught unawares by a person. I tried to back away but I was propped against a house and had nowhere to go.

She giggled. “You’re funny.” She put her hands up, did a small jump, and made a sudden noise that sounded like “wah”—an intent to startle me again. She smiled and showed off little white teeth that still had spaces between them.

I didn’t move, but she laughed at my reaction anyway. It was a pure thing, full of innocence and radiant joy. Unbridled and uninhibited by social norms. She crouched in on herself, ready to burst forth with the same motion in hopes of startling me once more.

“Coe?” a man’s voice called out. “Coe?”

She stopped and called out. “Dada!”

His steps were urgent and quick. He grabbed her by the hand and went to his knees to look her in the eyes. “You can’t run away from dada like that. I told you that.”

She didn’t answer with words, just pointed at me.

Coe’s father looked at me suspiciously. “New here?”

I nodded, eager to get away from any confrontation.

“Don’t stay long. Drifters are always on the run from something and we don’t need it here.”

The old Redlin would have given something cryptic and threatening, but I was no longer Redlin the Vanguard. Drifter he named me, drifter I was, and drifters avoid attention where they can.

“Yes, sir.”

My first words spoken in days were words of surrender.

The man left with his daughter in his arms. His first task of the day had been completed in accosting me, and now he was ready to move on to the next. Men like him see life as a series of tasks to be completed instead of something to be experienced. I’ve always envied that mentality. Life is far simpler when it comprises of daily undertakings instead of lifetime aspirations.

When the duo was far removed from me, I pushed myself up slowly. Hunger was making me weak and reticent to move. Little choice remained to me, however. Drifters have no choice but to move on from places they aren’t welcome in, and drifters are never welcome.

I flinched my way through the village as the rest of the occupants rose to tackle their own tasks. Some groaned alongside the squeaky floorboards in their homes, but most went along with a determined silence. Farmers have a way of snuffing out their complaints in a way that soldiers can only dream of.

Near the outskirts of the town—which did not take long to get to—I smelled the crisp, warm aroma of baking bread. Wisps of clean white smoke came from the house, as well as the scent of vegetables roasting. My stomach growled and I resisted the urge to hunch over only by putting a hand to my belly. I thought about either sneaking or breaking in and taking as much as I could carry, but only for a lingering moment. I’d stirred enough trouble already. Passing by wasn’t an easy decision, but it was mine, and I took it.

“Boy!”

An old woman’s voice called out to me. It was hard and pure like fresh steel and it had an edge to match. I turned, ready to face more warnings that I wasn’t welcome in the town.

“Going to leave without some bread for your journey?” she asked.

“I have nothing to pay you with,” I said.

“That’s good. I can’t plant gold, nor can I spin cloth out of it.”

“Men plant gold in many places.” The words were a reflex of a past life and I regretted them even as they were said.

“And the plants that take root are twisted indeed.” She nodded to herself as if I had spoken the first half of a well-known metaphor. “Gold can be spun, but only into chains. But we grow wheat here and we weave clothes and blankets; your gold would be no good.”

“Still, I have nothing to pay you with.”

“I don’t remember asking you to pay.”

“You’d give bread to a stranger?”

“The Tome says to feed the hungry. You wear a cloak but it doesn’t disguise your hunger.” She left the window and went to her door as I struggled to think of something to say. Solitude and hunger had left my tongue slurry as I still had no response by the time she opened the door. “Well, come on in. I have porridge stewing too.”

Porridge has always made things better.

Her home was sparsely decorated. A fireplace full of dead wood and warm memories, a tapestry with Reign’s sun, a table with eight chairs, and a copy of the Tome sitting next to the pot of porridge suspended above the fireplace. Unilluminated hallways extended past the room we stood in, but it was impossible to guess how many lived here.

“Well go on, sit down. It’s not much but it’ll keep you moving.”

She stirred the porridge as I sat, offering her back to me. I was stunned at the vulnerability she offered a total stranger. This was a woman who did not fear violence from those she didn’t know. Even from an assassin who was on the run.

“It smells good,” I said lamely.

She chuckled. “You must be hungrier than I thought. You got the look of the city on you, and it’s not like someone from our glorious capital to be impressed by the likes of me.”

“Lived there for a while, but born and raised in the north. This is a bounty I would have dreamed of growing up.”

“Young boys should have far loftier dreams than that. Crowns, princesses, and the like.”

“A crown is made of cold metal. I’d rather have a warm cap.”

“And the princesses?”

“I may have had a few dreams about those.”

“Those dreams were mighty warm, I’m sure.” She checked on the bread, her back still to me. I was thankful for it; despite the life I had lived, I was blushing.

A quiet came over both of us as she worked and I waited. My name, my past, and my future were all mysteries to her, but she didn’t ask any questions. Didn’t pry or try to use me as a conduit to give advice that she wished she could have given her past self. She just went about her tasks as comfortably as a grandmother tending the home.

The placidity was broken by a hacking cough from one of the darkened rooms. The sound of feet shuffling over the wooden floor slowly got louder and louder. A young man with blonde hair and wiry muscles came from the back. He stopped when he saw me.

“Who’s he?”

“Manners, Noah. We don’t talk about people like they can’t hear us.”

“Who are you?” he asked. The tone of the original question persisted.

“Just a hungry drifter, nothing more,” I said.

“Should have known you wouldn’t be working for your meal.” He restrained the urge to spit only because of my warden. With a suspicious eye, he sat at the furthest seat from me then turned to face the old woman. “You should be careful who you let into the house.”

“You’re right. If I didn’t take in those who needed taking in, you wouldn’t be here,” she said.

“That was different.”

“The hypocrite’s mantra.”

“The only people who aren’t hypocrites are zealots, and you didn’t raise a zealot.”

“Didn’t raise you to be rude either.”

The young man belched, the volume of it akin to an animal’s roar. The woman took the wooden spoon and smacked him across the knuckles, quick as a cat, then went back to stirring.

“You told me violence wasn’t good for anything.” He gave his hand a few shakes before blowing on pinkened knuckles.

“If you think that was violent, then you better be extra careful to not break wind.”

“Don’t think I’ll break it as much as spread it around.”

“When I break your bones, that’s what I’m gonna say. ‘Didn’t break ’em, just moved ’em around a bit.’”

“And you said I couldn’t ever teach you anything,” he stated.

“Winning an argument through semantics and tricks instead of truths only teaches people to debate with ill intentions,” I commented.

He turned back to face me, the good humor erased. “Lotta fancy words. Where you from?”

“Up north. Place smaller than this. Didn’t have a name.”

“And where’d you learn the words?” he probed.

“Books,” I said simply. Not quite a lie, but not the full truth of my past and education either. It was safer to keep my history to myself.

His eyes narrowed and he looked angry. Ready for a fight. He sensed something wasn’t right. Along with an apparent mistrust of outsiders, it seemed to be enough to warrant becoming aggresive.

The Redlin from before would have met his anger with anger, like two rams vying for dominance. There’d have been two cheap tricks planned and seven taunting jibes nocked like arrows. I was just tired of fighting. Worse, I was scared of it. I was addicted to violence because it both delighted my heart and stilled my mind, but I sat with a serenely calm head and a dead heart. Even the possibility of a fight I hadn’t sought did little more than make me nervous.

“Here.” The matron of the house put a bowl of porridge in front of Noah. The iron in her words made him sit back. He still glared at me over his bowl, but it’s hard to stay angry and eat at the same time. Each spoonful buried his indignation and before too long, he had a mountain.

“And for you, my mysterious friend. Bread’s still baking, but this is a good start.” She put a bowl in front of me too. “My name is Judith.”

“Thank you,” I said and picked up a spoonful. Before I could bring it to my mouth, it felt wrong to not tell her something. I was a stranger and did not want to be one for any longer. “My name is Eagan.”

I blurted out the words like blood from a wound. The pressure to tell this woman something about me had been too much, but I couldn’t give her my real name. The lie wasn’t born out of wisdom or a desire for safety: it was born of shame. Dishonor made manifest. My own name had become tainted in my mind, alongside my identity, and to compound that shame, I was ironically ashamed of my own guilt.

No, I couldn’t give her my real name. Instead, I picked one from a book that I had read a long time ago about a prince who was exiled and had to give an alias as he traveled through his own countryside. That story ended with him reclaiming his birthright to the applause of the citizens and a happy ever after.

Perhaps I should have kept his name.

She raised an eyebrow at my statement. Perhaps she simply hadn’t expected it, perhaps she admired the awkward forthrightness, and perhaps she knew I was lying. Judith had a talent for rooting out falsehood. It made her a mean hand at cards, a shrewd businesswoman, and a kind soul for dealing with children.

“Nice to meet you, Eagan,” she said.

I nodded and returned to my porridge, head down and long black hair dangling close enough to the bowl to worry. It was greasy and in need of a wash. This led to further pondering and worrying about whether I stank, if my clothes needed to be washed, along other hygiene questions.

My rumination was interrupted as Noah’s spoon clattered against the empty bowl before he belched once more.

“Reign take me,” Judith muttered under her breath. “What did I just tell you?”

“To get up and get to work?”

“Make sure you don’t kill any of the crops with your displays.”

“Only the birds.” He gave her a mischievous smile.

“Go on, get to. I’ll wake your sisters.”

“Let them sleep a while,” he said while rising and heading for the door. “Nothing I can’t handle.”

“You take too much on yourself.”

“That’s what big brothers do.” Noah stopped before leaving, his hand on the door handle. He was trying to find a way to tell Judith to make sure she kept an eye on me. Away from his family.

“Get to,” she commanded. It was her way of saying she intended to do exactly that.

He left without further comment and Judith returned to her stirring and busying. Despite my hunger, I suddenly felt wrong for eating the offered food. Like I was stealing from those with less.

“We don’t waste food around here. Eat,” she commanded.

I did. I took in mouthful after mouthful, not stopping or slowing. The way a small wolf eats prey while the big wolf is distracted. In moments, there were only two spoonfuls left. That’s when Judith dumped more into my bowl.

Before I could look up incredulously, she said, “You’re starving to death. We don’t waste food but we don’t let people starve either. Eat.”

Again I complied. I wasn’t able to maintain the rapid pace I had set earlier, and I was forced to take in the flavors and attention she had spent on the meal. Attentiveness had been a spice, hard-hearted love another. The wooden spoon that had been used to mix everything was the community itself.

“Noah isn’t a bad sort,” she commented with her back turned to me. “This house was his parents’ house. They went to Fymdell and never came back. Bandits got ’em, if the confessions eeked out from Fymdell’s finest are to be believed. The father was never very smart. May be that he ended up falling off a cliff chasing the sunset.

“But one thing is for damn sure, and it’s that they didn’t leave their children of their own volition. Rubert may have been dumb—and Marla as well, since she married the fool—but they loved their children.”

Her stirring picked up in intensity. There was a resentment in it. An anger. She stirred her blackened, scratched pot as if she could bring Noah’s parents back if only she could get the perfect stir.

The pot was indifferent.

“However it happened, they never came back. Noah was thirteen. Annina was twelve. Gella was hardly over a few months.”

“That’s horrible,” I said.

She paused her cooking. “It’s the way of things. The community did what they could for them. Fed them, clothed them. It wasn’t long before the offerings were replaced with excuses. Food became promises, clothes became shrugs. Concern turned to averted eyes and deafened ears.

“Noah took to his parents’ patch of land. He struck deals with others to secure seeds and food to get through the season on the promise he’d return their kindness with crops of his own. He was a thirteen-year-old boy, making deals like a farmer and keeping them like a man.

“Had some help, of course. No boy could farm off of grit alone. But he was the first one to rise and the last one to leave. Tenacious in the sun and the rain, unrelenting in the heat and the labor. Never complained. Never cried. Just went about his tasks until his body gave out or the sun went down, then got up and did it all over again the next day.”

She stopped stirring. The bread was ready and it came out golden brown with a long, white crack going through the middle of each loaf. She placed the bread on a rack before putting them on the table.

“I’m telling you this so you understand him. He can’t keep doing it by himself, and I think you’re like him. I don’t know why you’re walking around lost like you are, but in some way, you must be like him. Maybe your parents went to Fymdell and never came back, or maybe you sought fame and found nothing but apathy. But either way, the whole world is open to you, and that’s a scary thing. You can leave at any time. Travel the world and beg for food.” She took my empty bowl of porridge. “Or you can earn it.”

“I’ve never farmed before,” I said, my voice weak and small like a child’s.

“Neither had he. If a thirteen-year-old boy can do it, you can too.”

“Bad things follow me.” It was the first truly honest thing I’d said since I got here.

“Maybe they follow because you run. Face ’em and see what happens.”

A moment passed as I contemplated. The decision had already been made, the argument already won, but I needed a moment before I conceded. Before I started a new life and set down roots somewhere. It would have been wiser to keep moving, but I was so tired. One last lie sealed my fate: I told myself I could leave at any time.

I made for the door and walked out to the bleary orange light of the first few minutes that passed dawn. The sky was alight with shades of citrus and cherry blossoms; the earth was moving with silent farmers who tilled the earth and inspected what needed doing. Picking my way through streets made of desire paths and walking alongside the edges of worked fields, I spotted the young girl and her father. He cleared weeds from plants and gently sprinkled some sort of black dirt after their demise; she had her hands up and was jumping, trying to pick pieces of pink clouds out of the sky. Equally important tasks.

Noah was leaning against the wooden end of a hoe as he looked over his land. It would have been an idyllic painting if his backdrop wasn’t so pedestrian. This man was as common as common gets, and that’s what made him strong.

I walked up, offered my forearm, and said, “What needs doing?”

To my surprise, he took it. It was a strong grip, but not forceful or violent. Maybe he saw himself in me.

“Ever farmed before?”

“Hunted, but never farmed,” I said.

“Right now, preparing as much of a harvest as we can is more important. We grow oats, Chaco grows wheat, Keeg grows cabbages and onions, and Truin grows a mix of vegetables. There’s a row system, so when you see the ground change, that’s where we stop. I need you to plant seeds four to six feet apart, starting on the last marked plot on this row and going until you hit Keeg’s border.” He pushed against the hoe and stood upright. “That didn’t make any sense to you, did it?”

“I know what oats are.”

“I asked Reign for laborers and He sent jesters.”

Word hadn’t hit the town of Reign’s demise. My killing of the Seraph. The war to come.

Of course it hadn’t. This was a remote village. I’d been their first new face in some time and the wounds inflicted on the world were fresh and still bleeding. The rivers of blood were flowing, but it would take some time before they flowed down here.

I could have told him that Reign was dead, but I didn’t. It wouldn’t have even implicated me; anyone who had been in or near Fymdell would have heard the news. But I wanted to live in this world where outside events didn’t matter. It was a safe haven from reality, from the rending of society I had participated in. A fresh start. I could be Eagan. I could be anybody I wanted to be.

How foolish I was.

“Eagan?” Noah asked.

I had lost track of the conversation after he mentioned Reign. “Sorry, I’m not used to people thinking I’m funny enough to be a jester.”

“Didn’t say you were a good one. People may resort to throwing tomatoes at you.”

“Judith said we don’t waste food.”

“‘We’, is it?” He yawned and stretched, his fingers interlocked behind his back before he brought them over his head. “Besides, hardly sounds like a waste to me. Smiles are expensive here.”

“They’re expensive everywhere.”

“But they’re earned here.”

“Let me get to earning, then.” I held out my hands like a beggar. Noah filled them with a collection of seeds. I took to planting six feet beside him—figuring he would stop me before going over the border—and thought of a farmer’s joke that Malcolm told me a long time ago. Before Gare had lost his hand and before he and Lyra had taken off on a grand adventure.

The losses distracted me, but the jester must carry on. “A farmer walks up to his neighbor’s house one morning and knocks on the door. A young boy answers.

“‘Good morning,’ the farmer says. ‘Is your father home?’

“‘No, he went to the city about an hour ago,’ the boy says.

“‘Is your mother here?’

“‘No, she left with my dad.’

“‘What about your brother, Alf?’

“‘No, he left with them.’

“The farmer puts his head in his hand and sighs, annoyed. The boy asks, ‘Is there anything I can help you with?’ The farmer pauses for a moment and comes out with the reason for the visit.

“‘Well, my daughter is pregnant, and it turns out Alf is the father …’

“The boy looks up to the sky, thinking. Eventually he shrugs. ‘I know dad charges a silver owl for the bull and five for the stallion, but I’m not sure what he charges for Alf.’”

Noah didn’t smile. “I’ll make sure we have a surplus of tomatoes this year.”

-

The sun rose higher and higher as we worked. It was back-breaking, sweat-inducing, and under-rewarding labor. Being in killing shape had not prepared me for the stooping and kneading nature of those repetitive toils. Poems and prose always talk about the rigors of farmwork, which is accurate, and the satisfaction it brings, which is complete nonsense. I’ve been miserable many times, but there’s a certain misery that only drudgery can bring about. Soldiers know it well.

“This was a good morning,” Noah said as he ate some of the bread that Judith had made.

I shoveled down the food like an urchin. I didn’t even grunt in dismay that it was only noon and we were eating a midday meal instead of an evening one.

“You’re in fairly decent shape for a city boy,” Noah continued.

“I should fucking hope so,” I said over a mouthful of food.

“Why’s that?”

Telling someone who doesn’t fully trust you that you’re one of Usmal’s elite killers is not a simple thing. So I didn’t. I chose a lie, one that worked with my backstory of being from the north and ending up here in shape, with knowledge, and with no friends, no family, and with nothing to my name.

“I was a soldier,” I started, forming the intricacies of the lie like a spider weaving silk. “Signed up in Eilen with dreams of being a Vanguard. Dumb idea. They say that the gods don’t have favorites, but the Headmistress certainly did.” I added just a dash of self-blindness, ego, and blame for my situation instead of personal responsibility. Those are common threads for those living a life they deem unworthy. Always easier to blame the dealer than to accept you misplayed a hand.

“Didn’t make the cut, as you can see. Even though there was a Trial of Combat during one of my years—a trial I won. I was the last one standing. I broke the first boy’s arm with a mean chop, left the second one a mess of purple bruises. Third one put up a bit of a fight. We went back and forth for a good bit. I even lost my sword with all the sweat and the blows, but I hit him with my shield, right in the jaw. He fell to the ground sleeping.

“The last one was a girl. She wielded a spear and she was fast as a viper. Not fast enough to avoid the tackle I gave her. Could have ended her life, but I didn’t. They announced she had won. They disqualified me based off a technicality, but they knew who the best fighter was. I was faster than the ones they sent off to Fymdell—smarter, too—but two of them had family names and one of them was smart enough to either howl at the moon or lick whatever parts Balin has. Interesting boy, that one was. Part crazy, part sycophant.”

I sighed and drank from the mug of small beer that Judith had given us. I drank deep and slow, adding a bit of suspense to the tale and making sure that Noah was buying what I was selling. He was. Excluding the fate of his parents, he’d lived a boring, tepid life. The woes of a soldier are never-ending and as common and repeated as the moans of a whore, but to Noah they were the most exciting thing he’d ever heard. Tales of danger, of swords and arrows. Background politics and skullduggery.

“Anyway, after that Trial, I started to see things differently. I didn’t care about impressing the teachers or the Headmistress anymore. Nor did I care about impressing Balin and his howling Acolytes. If I wasn’t to be a Vanguard, I’d be a soldier. Was no surprise when I got my marching orders.

“Seven of us marched to join a regiment to the south. Not far from Fymdell. ‘Curbing the heretical environment and building churches,’ they said. After all, it’s peace time. There’s no crusades these days, so the Pantheon sends soldiers to build the biggest towers they can. If you ask me, they’re compensating for something, but I wasn’t a captain, so nobody asked me shit.”

“Do they all talk like that? In Balin’s army?” Noah inquired.

“Swearing? That’s a soldier’s dictionary. If the captain said ‘Grab your fuckin’ spears’, that was a normal day; if he said ‘Grab your spears’, that meant there was real trouble.”

“No, not the swears.” He stopped and looked around like a schoolboy making sure no teachers were around. “Heretical.”

I guffawed. “Nobody spews more metaphors about gods and their dicks than the soldiers conscripted to them. You should hear Tidur’s soldiers: some of the things His army says are vile.”

“Still, don’t you worry about upsetting them? The Tome says that they live among us.”

More true than he ever knew. “If Balin has a problem with it, he can send his wolves after me.” More truth than I knew.

“You shouldn’t joke about that—we actually have a few around here.”

“Well, if one comes for me, I’ll know why you didn’t do anything about it,” I said.

He laughed at that and I laughed alongside him. It was good to laugh. Honest. Even though it was born of deceit, the shared joy and mirth was true. We both took a drink, stifling giggles and preparing for the next part of Eagan’s tale of how he ended up here.

“What are you laughing about?”

It was a woman’s voice, but it wasn’t Judith. She came from one of the back rooms, holding a half-finished basket like a snake about to strike. Blonde hair, brown eyes, and eyebrows that were threaded like the feather on an arrow. There was something about her that screamed of the supple strength of a young tree. The way she stood, maybe, or the lithe muscles that she had developed over a hard childhood.

“Nothing.” Noah’s voice was harsh. Any softening that had occurred during our work and my story had vanished. He wasn’t angry at her; he was protective. Noah made sure that I knew it too. “Let’s get back to work,” he said, taking my cup away and standing in between me and the young woman.

I managed one last look back at her before I left. She smiled coyly at me. The first trap had been sprung then and there, and I was too blind to realize it and too hopeful to care.

“Move,” Noah commanded.

I acquiesced. The food and the smile had put a small spring in my step. Fuel for the body and fuel for the soul.

-

We plowed the rest of the afternoon. Noah and I didn’t speak until the end of the day. We collected our tools while he muttered plans to himself.

“So who was she?” I asked. The question had been on my mind throughout the afternoon, and the answer had been on his.

“Annina.” He sighed. “My sister. So don’t get any ideas.”

“Keeping her for yourself?” I quipped.

His frown went unchanged. “I’m serious, Eagan. My parents died and I’m her protector now. Don’t joke about her.”

“Alright, sorry.” I handed him my hoe. He took it without comment.

“She’s smart. Could have had a good future. Still might.” He turned away from me as he hung tools in the shed’s shadow. He took his time with it, like he wasn’t looking forward to being done with his tasks. “She won’t let me take her to Fymdell to try and find her a husband and a life that would be better than this. Says that she doesn’t need a man to live a good life and that weaving, needlework, and gleaning keeps her busy enough. That’s just fear talking. Our parents went to Fymdell and never came back, plus it would leave me and Gella here all alone. Still, I want her to move on from this place. She deserves it. Could really make a name for herself, or at least enjoy a nice city life with a nice city husband. But if she ends up with a baby from a farmhand, then this will be all she has. Sanctuary is only home if it has an open door; if the door closes, then it is a cage.”

His head had started to hang as he spoke; by the end, his neck craned as severely as a gargoyle’s. He wore the visage of a man who knew his dreams were out of reach.

“You can’t protect her forever,” I said.

“Reign, you sound just like her. She used to tell me that every day, but now she tells me she doesn’t need the protection at all.”

“Do you think she’s right?”

“I’m her brother. If ever a day comes where I think she’s right and I’m wrong, I’ll carry it to my grave.”

I chuckled. “So you want her to go, she wants to stay. Who’s going to win?”

He paused for a moment. It was long enough that I thought he had made his decision, but eventually he lifted his head and looked to the horizon. “A year ago I wouldn’t have hesitated. Now, well, I just don’t know.”

There’s a trick to getting people to talk: silence. Ironic as it sounds, replying to someone with silence encourages them to give more. The human mind is as much a victim of inertia as the body. The burning torch does not want to go out.

The world was busy with motion and the ambient conversations between neighbors, but it was like we formed a bubble away from all of it. Our own little world that was comprised of the subconscious contest between my interest in his life and his reservations in sharing them.

I won.

“I guess I just miss my parents. Dad would know what to do.”

“Annina probably feels the same way. You should talk to her about it.”

“I can’t. I can’t let her know how tired I am. How scared I am for her. I’m holding on to everything but the world keeps pulling, and honestly, Eagan, I don’t know how long I can keep holding on.”

“Just because you two haven’t talked about it doesn’t mean she doesn’t know. People are smart. You can only hide secrets from family for so long. Find some time to talk to her, tell her you can’t stop her from making her choices but you hope she makes the right ones, and if she doesn’t, you’ll still be there.”

He chuckled. “Now you sound like Judith.”

“I wish I was as fast as her. When she hit you this morning, I couldn’t even see her move.”

“That was her on a slow day too.”

“The army should have recruited her instead of me.”

“Doubt she’d have been a good fit. She’s an unyielding mare, stubborn as an ox.”

“But wise like an owl. Sounds like a general to me.”

“A general pain in my ass.” Noah started to walk back to the house. “But thanks, Eagan. This was a good day. Stay away from Annina, though.”

“You have my word. She’ll have a good future, and that entails her not knowing me.”

Three lies.


Chapter 54 - Warm Welcomes

“So, Eagan, how do you like the village? Think you’ll stay?” Annina asked.

There were five of us at the dinner table: Judith, Annina, Noah, their younger sister Gella, and myself. It had been a quiet affair with plain food and plain conversation, but it was more rewarding and heartfelt than most dinners I had had in Fymdell. There weren’t any hooded spies disguised as patrons here listening in. No subterfuge. No mission. No danger.

Well, no danger until Annina took an interest in me. Her question wasn’t an implication, but it was an implication of an implication. Noah, despite his growing trust in me, went rigid. He looked like a man who had taken a plunge in cold waters and was trying to fight off the shakes.

“Haven’t thought much about it,” I said. It was true.

“Noah could use more help over the next few weeks,” Judith commented.

“Noah’s capable of speaking for himself,” Noah challenged. “And he doesn’t need any help.”

“Said that last year,” Annina said.

“That was different,” he replied.

“So was the year before.”

“Still alive, aren’t you? It’s not like I see you plowing the fields or threshing the—”

“I would if you let me. You’ve seen me glean.”

“The weaving is important. You’d just slow me down anyway.”

“But he wouldn’t.” Annina looked my way.

“You wouldn’t say that if you had watched me today,” I said, trying to douse the situation with humor.

“I was.” She smiled like a leopard. “Watching you, that is.”

Noah squeezed his utensils so hard I expected them to shatter. Annina returned to her meal while wearing a smaller version of the smile she flashed me. Judith sighed. As for me, I found myself unprepared to say anything. I was living as Eagan and had bought a bit too much of my own lie. As a result, I found myself snared by her charisma. Her approach was as subtle as a bear’s, but just as powerful.

“Where did you get that scar?” Gella blurted out with the social etiquette you’d expect of a five-year-old living in a village small enough to go unmapped. Her question yanked my attention away from Annina like a fish caught on a hook.

I waited for a moment for Judith to reprimand her. Even when I lived with just my family, I was taught that it was impolite to ask people questions about their bodies. Her curiosity was a natural one, but still one I thought Judith would correct. She didn’t, so I rolled my sleeve up so she could see the full thing. It was a wicked, jagged line that ran from elbow to shoulder—one I had received in my fight against the Reapers during the pilgrimage. “This is from fighting.”

“It’s ugly,” Gella said.

I nodded. “Fighting is an ugly thing.”

“Did you win?”

The little girl had a look of morbid, excited curiosity. Fighting, to them, was fiction. A dance. A game where the winners and losers patted each other on the back after.

My answer came from lifting my eyebrows at her. She was giddy as she returned to her meal.

“A soldier?” Annina’s voice was rich with curiosity.

“Formerly. It’s in the past.”

“I’d love to hear some stories,” she said.

“Annina, if you’re done with your dinner, I have a shirt I need stitched up before tomorrow,” Noah imformed forcefully.

“Tell me on a nighttime stroll tonight, then,” Annina said to me, not looking at Noah.

“He can’t,” Noah continued. “He’s got an early morning tomorrow.”

“Do you?” Judith asked. Her question was the knife that cut through the noise. None of us—myself included—had really stopped to consider what I’d be doing tomorrow. I was the drifter they had fed out of kindness and I was the worker who had repaid that offering with labor, but now the scales were balanced. The debt paid.

They all waited with an active attentiveness. I wished they hadn’t. I wished the question hadn’t been uttered in the first place. I still had the instinct to flee further from Fymdell. From my failures, from the growing war.

“Well …” I started, but as the sun’s fading twilight caught Annina and illuminated her brown eyes, I wondered what harm one more day could do. “I suppose I do.”

I smiled as I said it, unaware of the horrors I’d one day bring to the community.


Chapter 55 - Perpetuating the Lie

Sleep had found me quickly that night. Judith was kind enough to lend me a blanket and a spot on her floor. To some, that sounds like the bare minimum of human kindness; to drifters, it’s a godsend of generosity. I had no way of expressing my gratitude other than a speechless nod. She replied with her own, one of respectful silence instead of flabbergasted muteness.

My dreams were null and I was thankful for it. So many nightmares—both in waking and in sleep—were starting to have an effect on me. External and internal events had begun to fray my mind and leave my body haggard and restless. Time heals all wounds, and dreamless nights were the first step on that long road to recovery.

A multitude of swears formed on my tongue when Noah woke me. Thankfully, they didn’t escape my lips, but he must have heard them all the same as he smiled at me like Malcolm would smile at Gare.

“No need to wake him. Breakfast isn’t ready yet,” Judith said from the kitchen. I cursed inwardly as I realized that not only was she standing there, she was in the process of cooking. A few weeks ago and I would have woken if even a gnat flew by. Now my rural benefactor had started her day and I hadn’t even stirred.

“‘The toils of the day begin before My sun reaches its zenith,’” Noah quoted from the Tome.

“Sun isn’t anywhere fuckin’ close to its peak,” I said groggily.

“No profanity in the house. Save it for the fields,” Judith demanded.

“Yes ma’am.”

“All he gets is a warning?” Noah asked. “I get whacked if I swear in the house.”

“That’s because you’ve had more warnings than there are clouds in the sky.”

He looked out the window. “Cloudless this morning.”

“Then I guess you’re out of warnings.” I rose, stretched, and ventured into the kitchen. “Is there anything I can help with, Judith?”

“Oh, so he knows how to flatter old women as well as young ones,” Noah grumbled.

“I’d hardly call Annina ‘old’, and I’m certain you’re not referring to Judith that way,” I quipped.

“Clever and kind will get you far,” Judith said. It sounded like a compliment, but there was an unspoken question to the praise: if you’re smart and sociable, why are you a drifter?

“Not far enough, it seems,” I answered.

“Or too far.” Noah sat down at the table and yawned like a bored cat.

Judith returned to stirring the stew she’d been cooking. Notes of beef and a mixture of vegetables slowly began to fill the air in a seeping aroma. Bubbles formed and popped on the top of her cauldron. She hummed a song both familiar and unknown to me.

“Going to be a chilly day,” Noah remarked.

“Probably for the best. We’ve got a fair amount of work ahead of us,” I said. It was a small test to see how he’d respond to me using words like “we” and “us”, and one that went unnoticed. He simply nodded in acceptance.

Judith poured two bowls of the stew. A hearty meal for a looming long day. The meat was plain and unseasoned, but the broth had been imbued with the taste of carrots and peas, giving it an earthy, nuanced flavor. A salt-of-the-earth meal.

I took an inordinate amount of pride in receiving it.

Halfway through the bowl, Annina walked in and sat down across from me.

“Why are you awake this early?” Noah asked.

“Couldn’t sleep,” she said.

“You’ve slept through earthquakes and lightning storms.”

“Maybe that should be a sign that you talk entirely too loud.”

“Hasn’t been a problem before.”

“Because Judith wouldn’t respond to your base cruelties. You’re going to have to learn to speak more quietly while our guest is staying with us.”

“I did my best to ignore him,” I said. “But he certainly is forceful.”

“Blame me. I did my best to raise him, but it seems I failed on some of the finer points,” Judith lamented.

“I’d sooner blame you for the river bending or the rain falling. Some things are outside of our control,” I commented.

“I’m going to work you to the bone today,” he grumbled, more morose than venomous.

“Soldiers and misery never seem far apart. You’re not threatening me, just promising me a reunion with an old friend.”

“A touch melodramatic. The fields have a way of working that out of a person.”

“Better have more fields than the ones I’ve seen so far, or I’ll be reciting poetry before nightfall.”

“Now who threatens who?”

Annina perked up. “Do you know any? Poems, that is. Mom used to know a few and she’d tell me one if dad was asleep and we were still working.”

“She wouldn’t recite them in front of him?” I asked.

She looked down, as if talking about them was a betrayal of their memory. “She said that he didn’t understand them. I think she was embarrassed. He caught her one time and he came in smiling like a fat cat. It was a gentle teasing, but she was always unwilling to tell me another.”

“Poetry is an intimate thing, reciting one even more so.”

“But you know some?” she asked.

I smiled. “A few. I’m like your mother, however, and I can only do them when I’m alone or with one person I trust deeply.”

She blushed, imagining us close together as I spoke soft, lyrical words to her.

“Alright.” Noah rose and scooped both of our bowls off the table, despite them being halfway full. “Day isn’t getting any newer. Let’s move.”

-

The day went by much the same as the day before. Noah was annoyed at the banter shared between his sister and I, but through shared tasks and earned sweat, he eventually ignored it.

Towards the end of the morning, we were sharing laughs and small stories about our lives. It was hard to maintain both our work ethic and the swapping of tales, but through an appreciation of humor and a youthful energy, we managed.

“If you were half as bad at soldiering as you are at farming, I can see why you gave it up,” he said with a smile as we ate our midday meal. He made us eat it outside.

My natural reflex was a joke, but Eagan’s wouldn’t have been. My personality was bleeding through and staining the ruse, which wasn’t a big deal on its own, but my history would have been next. One or two slips could expose the lie and I had to do what I could to cover it before I let my guard down. I was an ocean of churning waters and Eagan was the sheet of ice that covered it.

“I didn’t give it up,” I said. “I was kicked out.”

His smile dropped. “What happened?”

Kaeso’s head fell to the floor. I fought the goddess I signed a contract with, then my commander. I had been kicked out of a military of sorts, so I leaned into it. The best lies are always close to the truth.

“We were building a tower. I’d been trained with a spear, not a hammer, but when wars are fought with propaganda instead of violence, I did what I had to. We were almost done when they came. A Median—there to bless the tower—and with him his nephew. The Median was likable enough, but his nephew … something was just off about him. He looked like a puppet that had cut its strings. If you looked at him, you’d swear he was dead, then he’d swivel his head and look straight at you with these dead eyes. Stray cats started disappearing. Women reported someone looking through their windows. One even said that their door opened in the middle of the night.

“I told my captain over and over again that he was a problem and needed to be addressed. He agreed, but he also didn’t do anything about it. Told me to bide my time and wait, that he was the nephew of the Median and we couldn’t touch him.

“And then he killed a little boy.”

Noah sucked in a breath and his eyes widened. We could both see the scene I had laid out, even though it wasn’t true, and it was enraging. What Kaeso had done had been on a grander magnitude, but tragedy is lost in scale. One little boy dying is heartbreaking; thousands of deaths are a statistic.

“The boy was left out in the street, naked and with holes and cuts all over his body. Eyes plucked out. We had to chase the carrion birds while his mother wailed.”

Noah’s grief turned when he nodded in righteous anger, eagerly awaiting the next detail.

“The Median’s nephew cried with the rest of us, but when he thought no one was looking, he’d lick his lips. I knew it was him. I knew it wouldn’t be long before he picked another. This time, I didn’t wait for my captain’s approval.

“I snuck into the room he was staying in and killed him.”

The moment lingered. The weight of the statement was heavy, but it was a good weight, like the weight of a quality shield strapped to a man’s arm. The lie that I peddled was the closest I could get to explaining my side and gods it felt good to say it to someone. To feel validated and vindicated instead of ostracized and exiled. Situations be damned, considerations of power be damned, what I had done was no mere assassination—it was justice that the world needed. A cancer had been cut out, the serpent’s head lopped off.

Noah stood. The sun was ever so slightly behind him and his head eclipsed it. I sat in his newly formed shadow while he was bathed in radiance.

He held out his forearm. “What you did was brave. You put down an animal, not a man, after being told no. You suffered for it, but I think you’d do it again, wouldn’t you?”

I took his forearm and shook. “Aye.”

“Good man. We need more like you.” He let go and turned around. Males have a tendency to hide their faces when they admit things. We’re taught to keep thoughts, emotions, and feelings inside—unless it’s an expression of anger through fists and harsh words. Anything beyond those vices and simplicities is refuse to be burned. Shame upon those who open their hearts instead of close their fists.

“If more people were like you, my parents would still be alive,” he started. “They caught the people who did it. There were five of them, all men without regret or decency. One laughed when he saw Annina crying, then he told us how our parents begged and tried to crawl away. Animals. The other four went silent when the nooses went around their necks, but he just kept smiling.

“They’d been in trouble with the law before. If men like you had judged them previously, then they wouldn’t have been able to take my parents away from us. Fuck the courts, and fuck the laws. They protect evil with a curtain of parchment and ink.”

“Those committed to justice are the ones who seem to avoid it,” I said.

“Undeniable. The Archon, his judges, and the Vanguards would see any who oppose them in chains. I’ll stand by the Seraph and Reign.”

My heart skipped a beat. To blame the Archon and the Vanguards for injustice and side with the Seraph was as foreign to me as someone saying that the sky was yellow and fire was cold. It’s nothing more than arrogant folly to hold so much faith you blind yourself to reality. I’d been around many people in power and the one common trend was the higher they climbed, the less pious they were. Sure, they had met the gods, but worship? Blind loyalty? Zealous obstinacy? No. People who had met the gods treated them like business partners and benefactors. They’d wield their name and power like shield and sword when it suited them, but I couldn’t say they truly worshiped them.

I found Noah’s unshakeable faith a testimony to the peasantry’s ignorance.

Looking back now, I understand him on a grander level. Don’t mistake me—I’m still not willing to bow down before the gods and glorify their names. I was born with heretical tendencies and my sacrilege has only grown in scope and severity. I’ve spit at their idols and killed their servants.

That doesn’t erase the fact that Noah’s belief was justified.

Religion has been the cause of great pain in this world. Power-hungry sycophants wrap themselves in passages from the Tome and spew hatred. They climb the parapets to lord over believers and sow the seeds of distrust and discord among the masses. Sermons end with swords. Context is replaced with malignant implications. Leaders lash out and incite others to violence, claiming that the erasure of sins is paramount to the continued survival of morality.

Those people don’t truly represent Reign.

I’ve read through the Tome a few times. Once as a requirement, the others as intellectual exercises. The most militantly atheistic people I’ve met cut and censor the Tome to portray it as a collection of malices, but just like the Medians who scattered seeds of war, they too are mistaken.

The core tenets in that hallowed book are to be good to each other.

There are deaths, parables, and lists of things to be avoided in order to live a good life, but the core tenet is an unshakable one: kindness above all.

That’s what Noah believed in. That’s what the majority of the worshipers, from the farmers to the pious nobles, believed in. It was not the Tome that led them astray, nor was it Reign. In the end, it was someone willing to blot out Reign’s sun and cut out words from His book that led them to war.

As the sun sets on my life, I’ve simply seen too much to be amongst the faithful. Worship requires little, but that which it does require, I do not have. That doesn’t change the fact that I’m envious of Noah—and all those like him—for their faith.

That’s not to claim they’re wholly innocent in the events that occurred during the war. They do still hold some blame for it all. All men are born with varying amounts of hatred in their souls, and hearing about Reign’s death stoked that flame—despite the Tome saying they should douse it. Those who believe have a greater responsibility to practice what is preached than non-believers. If they had taken Reign’s teachings to heart then they would have forgiven the Archon, even for the accused crime of slaying their deity.

Instead, we had war.

“Eagan?” Noah asked. “You coming? We still have work to do.”


Chapter 56 - A Jaunt through the Forest

Judith served a stew with venison and chopped carrots. The meat was plain and the carrots and broth equally so, but after working throughout the day, any protein was a godsend. I forced myself to sip the broth slowly, instead of downing it in a single go.

Noah rambled on and on about the weather, tasks to be completed, things to do in the house after the harvest, and a few questions for Annina about her life. Judith and I listened in and commented on bits and pieces like hecklers at a performance. The banter between us was slowly growing where we could play off each other, especially if it was something that was aimed at Noah. Her remarks were a blend of scathing and polite; mine were simply scathing.

“Gella had a question for you,” Annina said to me during a lull in the conversation. “If she feels bold enough to ask.”

Children’s shyness is something that waxes and wanes, and today she was a full moon. Her chin rested on her collarbones as she was unable to raise her head to ask. “How long are you staying?”

It wasn’t only Gella who wanted to know. I was as clueless as the rest of them.

“How long do you want me to stay?” I countered.

Gella leaned over and whispered in Annina’s ear. I could almost make out the words before I decided to stop trying. It felt like prying, even though it was both about me and in front of me.

Annina nodded seriously as Gella returned back to her seat. “We’ve decided you can stay as long as you want.”

“I don’t know how long that’ll be. Mostly been taking it one day at a time.”

“Sounds like the attitude that leads to one being a drifter,” Annina said.

“On the contrary; I had my life planned out for its totality.”

“Not a very good planner, this one,” Noah commented. I had told him the story of how I ended up here, and now it was a secret we shared. Conspirators are often loyal to each other. “Should see how much I have to instruct him in the fields.”

“Getting better every day,” I said.

“It’s been two days and it is impossible for you to be worse than yesterday. Let’s see how tomorrow goes.”

“Going to rain tomorrow,” Judith informed us. “Feel it in my bones.”

“Well, might be time to show off what you can do in the woods then, Eagan. We can go hunting and wood collecting.”

“Can I join?” Annina asked.

“I wanna come too!” Gella exclaimed.

“The pair of you talking will scare off any animals within five miles.”

“The rain will muffle it,” I commented. “People tend to think you can’t hunt in the rain, but as long as it’s not storming, it’s better than ever. The animals being cold makes them want to run, they can’t hear or see as well, and they’re easier to track.”

“Thought they’d hole up in a cave or a burrow.”

“That’s just you,” I replied.

“He may smell like he belongs in a cave, but he’s got the survival instincts of a blind bird. He’d never make it,” Annina said.

“I’m already regretting letting you come along on this adventure.”

“It’s Eagan’s hunt—he’s the one leading.”

Noah gave room in the conversation for me to join in. I had almost forgotten that Eagan was the name I had chosen for myself. “If he truly has the survival instincts of a blind bird, we’ll use him as bait. Snake meat isn’t the best, but it’s edible.”

“I want to eat a snake!” Gella exclaimed before adding a hiss and mimicking a snake’s sidewinding with her arm. She had her pretend snake slither into the air and in front of her face, then she took a large chomp out of the air with an exaggerated noise.

Judith began clearing the table. “There will be no snake-eating in this house. Unholy creatures.”

“Noah lives here and he’s an unholy creature,” Annina said.

“You’re confusing unruly for unholy,” Noah corrected.

“And ‘creature’ for ‘cretin’,” I added.

Noah pinched the bridge of his nose. “Reign, please let there be sun tomorrow.”

–

There were smatterings of sprinkling rain when we woke up.

“Here.” Noah handed me a bow and a homemade quiver with seven arrows. The quiver was held together by sticks and twine, the arrows were bent and had no fletching, and the bow was misshapen and in desperate need of a restringing.

Still, it felt odd to hold a weapon again. I had imagined the day would never come again, but now that it was here, I wondered what was next. Would Vanguards burst through the door and arrest me in front of my budding friends? Or would I experience a surge of bloodlust that ended in self-imposed exile? Either way, I had imagined that a weapon in my hand would mean violence. After all, a poet once warned that the blade itself incites to deeds of violence.

I shrugged and slung both quiver and bow over my shoulder unperturbed. The water of my soul was undisturbed, no ripples formed. Calm. Serene.

“Figured you’d be the better shot,” Noah said. He hefted a woodsman’s axe casually, the bladed head nearly scratching the ground. “And if not, we could always use more firewood.”

“I’ll leave the woodcutting to you, unless your arms get tired, then Gella can take over.”

“A true gentleman,” Annina said as she joined us.

“I’ve been all sorts of things in my life, but never that.”

“Don’t worry, this is Corvound—we wouldn’t trust a true gentleman. When things seem too good to be true …”

“Wise attitude,” I said.

“Not much wisdom here, but any of it that we have was paid for the right way,” she commented.

“That’s the only way to learn. Show me a sage without a litany of mistakes and I’ll show you a charlatan.”

“There’s the education that Judith told me about,” Annina said with a smile.

“That’s wisdom, not education.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Education is knowing poems to recite; wisdom is knowing not to recite them in front of Noah.”

“Hear, hear,” Noah sarcastically celebrated.

“What about creating poetry?” Annina asked.

“Fancy words help, but truth reigns supreme. You can say a lot with little words, and you can say little with a plethora of them.”

“Like this conversation,” Noah complained.

I nodded. “Agreed—much said with little.”

“And we could have had sunshine and real work,” Noah grumbled.

Noah and I finished equipping ourselves for the journey while Annina went to rouse Gella. Judith was absent that morning, and we were reluctant to speak above the softest voices. I’d like to call it respect, but truly it was the fear of the mouse that skitters while the cat sleeps.

Gella had none of that fear.

“We’re going to the forest!” she exclaimed.

“Sure are. What do you have to do though?” Noah asked.

“Run!”

“No, Gella. We’re going to the forest—what do you have to do?”

“Stay near you or Annina,” she said with a small frown.

“That’s right.” He tousled her hair. She swatted at the jumbled ends like a dog scratching its ears. The threat of tears came upon her as she couldn’t get it back to how she liked.

“No frowns. Remember, bears can smell frowns, and we don’t want to see a bear,” I said.

Gella covered her lips with her hand. I chuckled and gave her a thumbs up. While her lips were still covered, the crinkling in her brown eyes showed she was smiling. Dark honey irises delighted with joy.

We exited the house and walked to the forest under the gentle sprinkle of warm summer rain.

Trees smell different during the rain. It’s a hard scent to describe, but those who know it know it well. It’s a relaxing scent. A balm for the riddled mind. Vanilla will always be a preferred scent of mine—as well as the smell of a fresh, good bottle of snow wine—but a rainy forest may be my favorite.

Gella jumped in a muddy puddle that had formed in between the roots of a pale-brown tree while Noah tried to get her out without getting splashed himself. He failed. The man who wades into the river invariably gets wet. Covered in mud and upset at the other, they made their way back to Annina and I.

“You’ve been to Fymdell?” she asked.

“Briefly,” I said, thinking how Eagan the soldier would answer without making Redlin the coward an even worse liar.

“Is it how Noah describes it?”

“How does he describe it?”

“Grand, with golden arches and entire houses made of books.”

“The grandness is true, at least on the surface. I haven’t seen it as a glorious city in quite some time. There’s opulence there. Law and order. Pretty dresses, luxury, and glamours flock together like birds. But it’s shallow. The riches and the policing are put on a display to distract from the emptiness beneath it all.”

“And the houses of books?”

“One of the city’s redeeming qualities. There’s stores crammed with volumes of material on every subject you can imagine, and the bookkeepers wield knowledge to an unparalleled degree. They couple their knowledge with passion, and they won’t stop until the customer is satisfied.”

“So he was right,” Annina said.

“Who?”

“Noah. He told me it was grand and had houses made of books, and you confirmed both. Just used a lot of words to do it.”

“They were decent words,” I muttered under my breath.

“Lackadaisical,” she said in a tone that expressed agreement.

“What?”

“I saw it in one of my mom’s poems. I don’t know what it means, but I thought it was large and showy enough to impress you.”

“Consider me galvanized.”

“You’re going to have to take me to Fymdell and buy me some books so I can learn some of these words.”

I laughed at that. “I don’t think Noah would let me take you.”

“He’s been trying to force me to go for years. He says I’ll find a husband there and live an easy life after.”

“Then he most certainly won’t let me take you to Fymdell.”

She smiled wickedly. “And who says he has to know?”

Noah coughed mere feet behind us. Annina looked up to the sky as if something had dropped unexpectedly from it, then sauntered away from me, whistling an upbeat worker’s tune I almost recognized.

Not wanting to push the issue one way by talking to Annina, or the other way by talking to Noah, I slowed down to match Gella’s position on the march.

“The trees were talking about you,” I said to her.

“Trees don’t talk.”

“These ones do. They said you run faster than any other kid they’ve seen.”

Gella didn’t hesitate. She darted forward, eager to prove them right. Brushing in between Noah and Annina—who had devolved into an argument—she ran atop the hill and stopped. Her two older siblings joined her and stopped as well.

Ahead of us was a doe. She stood alone and chewed on grass, thoughtless and careless as all innocent creatures should be. Gella bowed her head like she was in church. Annina and Noah eyed me. I unslung the bow.

I hadn’t truly expected to see deer. While the rain did muffle sounds of footsteps, conversations—especially at the volume that Gella spoke—should have bounced off trees and warned the larger prey of our approach. I had set up our approach by design. Gella was a farmer, and farmers have to learn the ways of life and death earlier than most, but she was still so young. Innocent. Even the death of a deer may be too much for her at this age. Blood flies and drops like rain; most beasts shit themselves. Worse still is the moaning. Barring an instant death, the creature will inevitably try to make an escape, even though it knows it is futile. All the while it bleats out its pain for the world to hear. It hopes some sort of comfort will come, like the answer to its painful prayer, and that if it suffers enough, salvation will come. It is fruitless, and the animal knows it, but they all try.

Men are much the same.

For some reason, though, the doe hadn’t been alerted to our approach. Her ears flicked, and she nickered like an alert horse, her big, black eyes glossy and blinking slow. Gella silently tried to will the animal to move. She remained.

The doe did not hear the arrow fly through the air. She did not see that instrument of death speed in her direction. Did not feel the silent prayers of Gella, nor the held breath of Gella’s siblings, nor the gaze of the killer watching her.

She simply chewed the grass. Blissfully unaware of death, both as a concept and its immediate threat. She was as pure as snow, as pure as Gella’s trepidation at the idea of killing her.

The arrow whistled by her and embedded itself in a tree. She raised her head, saw us, and darted away.

I could have hit her. It wasn’t a challenging shot, and even with a less-than-ideal bow and a few months out of practice, hunting and death were what I was born to do. I had honed those natural-born talents to a knifepoint. The distance could have been doubled, the deer in motion, the rain resumed, and it still would not have mattered. If I wanted the deer to die, it would have died.

Not only did Gella breathe a sigh of relief, but her siblings did as well. The three elders amongst us understood death. We held no qualms about it. Life ends. There’s no desire to see the animal suffer, but also no hesitation in killing it for food. Not anymore.

Innocence, however, should be preserved.

I missed. The deer escaped. Gella went another day without seeing a life taken. While we could have used the food, it was a worthwhile trade, doubly so to perpetuate the lie. It would have been a near impossible shot for an out-of-practice soldier, which is all I was.

“Nice shot, asshole,” Noah said with a conviction as fragile as glass. We both knew what he meant.

I shrugged. “Would have hit it if you weren’t breathing harder than a fat man in a whorehouse.”

“What’s that?” Gella asked.

“I think he meant to say ‘a candy store’, didn’t you, Eagan?” Annina challenged with furrowed eyebrows.

“Ah,” I uttered, suddenly wishing the deer would come back to save me from the conversation like I saved it from death. It did not. “I sure did. I’ll take you to one sometime, when we’re in Fymdell.”

“They have stores that just sell candy?” Gella was nearly jumping up in down in excitement. While I was gracious she had forgotten my social faux paus, Annina’s facetious glare remained.

“And chocolates, and sweet breads,” I fed Gella’s excitement like one feeds wood to a fire.

“I wanna go!” She started running back home. Her little fingers were wrapped around one of Annina’s and she dragged her along. Annina’s exaggerated protests only made her pull harder. They only stopped once. When they were almost out of sight, Annina came to a standstill and looked at me across the glade. Wet, blonde hair shining and an energetic smile, she expressed her thankfulness for Gella’s innocence in that moment.

Noah stood next to me—both of us wearing the same dumb, honest smile—as the two girls slowly disappeared into the horizon. The sky was grey, they were on foot, and it was midday, but still, I understood what the stories meant whenever they described the old adage of riding off into the sunset.

“Think we could still track that deer down?” he asked, half joking.

I shook my head. “Let’s let that one go. Good days are rare, and I don’t want to sully the memory of this one.”

“Fine,” he grumbled but in a tone that betrayed his agreement. “But you’re hauling the wood back.”

“If you’re the one cutting, I’m sure it will only be a few branches.”

“I’m a better woodsman than you are a hunter.”

“I just said I didn’t want to ruin a good day, yet here you are, lying.”

He snorted. “Alright, let’s make a wager. If you can kill something before I cut a tree down, I’ll take the wood back.”

“Do you count?”

He grabbed at his heart, sarcastically imitating a man dying. “You wound me. I can see why you’d prefer the deer. Both of you are in desperate need of a bath and some grooming. Similar abilities in speaking. Probably the same amount of reverence for Reign. And those eyes, black as fucking coals.”

He said it as a joke, but the last line caught me surprisingly hard. It reminded me of Mika telling me that those with black eyes were godless. Of my father telling me I had the eyes of a killer.

“Well, we both do what we can to avoid you,” I finally quipped after a moment too long had gone by. Eager to get away for a moment, I pushed him in the playful way of schoolmates. “Go chop your tree. I’ll come back with thirty rabbits by the time you’re halfway done.”

He grumbled something I didn’t hear as I began the hunt.

There’s peace, walking through a forest alone.

I didn’t experience it after being stripped of my status as a Vanguard and sent weaponless, statusless, and nameless into the wild, but mere days with Noah and his family—and a forged identity—had given me the tools to enjoy the scent of the trees again. I listened for the chittering of animals with the content patience of a man who would enjoy it if he got it, but did not need it.

Any lingering sting that I had felt at Noah’s joke faded at the sound of a bird landing on a branch. Panic flooded me. I worried that it would be a hawk with glowing green eyes, here to finish the job. A silent Herald was a useless one, after all, and Samira was not one for useless things.

I wheeled around, gripping the bow and nocking an arrow in a fluid motion. I did not want to die, but if I had to, it would at least be with a struggle. Mother would have been furious if a bird killed me in a forest, but she would have been doubly so if I hadn’t even tried to fight it off. Her voice came to my mind—a voice I hadn’t heard in years—and I felt her correct my form one more time. Elbows high, back straight, biceps relaxed. Both eyes open. Fingers ready, breathing slow, heart content.

A fat pheasant was perched on the branch.

Its eyes did not glow. No aura of malice radiated off it, nor did it have talons and beak for rending prey. It was just a simple, plump bird the color of rusted iron.

My arrow went through its eye.

As I reflect back on my life with the wisdom garnered by futile denials and forced eye-openings, I can admit what I felt was the brief flicker of excitement as the bird died. My heartbeat increased like the tempo of a war drum and, even though I refused to admit it at the time, this was not the mere satisfaction of a good shot.

This was the elation of a killer.

I chastised myself and quickly discarded the existence of that pleasure like a coward pretending to not hear commands. Composed myself, forcing the blank face and posture of a man made of clay. My movement was unnaturally rigid as I collected the bird.

There were two things learned in the forest in that moment. The first was that even though I played the role of Eagan, deeper truths lay underneath that facade. The waters were calm, but the beast that lived under those waters would smell blood. It was quiet for now, but quiet is not the same as dead.

The second epiphany was that I could no longer picture my mother’s face.

I had heard her voice and felt her hands, but her face eluded me. Humans are visual creatures. The face of one’s mother isn’t something anyone should be able to forget. Try as I did, nothing came. Did she have smile lines on her face? Was her nose thin? I could not tell you. All of her features were lost to me, and as I tried to grasp tight onto strings that no longer existed, I lost the sound of her voice. Chasing the fleeting memory made it run all the faster.

My mother was lost to me, and I was still someone who enjoyed bloodshed.

Truths like those are hard, heavy, ugly things. I thought that if I turned away from them they would leave me be. Denial as defense. Specters can only haunt you if you let them.

I truly believed that.

If you judge me a coward for doing so, I will not fault you. Lives were lost because I refused to look at my own reflection. All I have are apologies, and to the dead, they matter frighteningly little.


Chapter 57 - Cold Shoulders

While time alone did not change my burdens to boons, it did give me time to bury them. I covered loss with a few layers of lies whispered so fervently that they became prayers, a layer of self-hate, and a final layer of nihilism. My mind is full of such patches now.

A wonderful garden.

The next two days passed in a blur. Work, banter, eat, sleep. Work, banter, eat, sleep. Many men fill their lives with that routine. I can see why. It’s an effective medicine for a world that addles so many souls. The satisfaction of working with your hands, the familiar camaraderie with those who labor alongside you, the fruits of earned food, and the sleep only a worn-out body can give. Some say that necessity is the mother of innovation, and if that’s true, comfort and routine are the deaths of it.

Routines are doomed to be interrupted.

Noah stopped us earlier for our midday meal than he had in the past. “Wash up. Today’s Reign’s Day.”

“I didn’t know you had a calendar,” I said. Then, for good measure, I added, “Nor did I think you knew how to count.”

“Bold words coming from a soldier. I heard they only taught you lot to count to four.”

“They did, but I’ve always been ambitious. Learned how to count to ten.” I showed him my dirt-stained palms, fingers spread. It reminded me of how I used to summon Aether.

“Well, let’s just hope we never need you to count to eleven.” He started toward the house.

“Why are we washing up?” I jogged to him, asking as I ran.

“Because it’s Reign’s Day?” he asked sarcastically before stepping inside the home. I followed behind him like a shadow.

Inside, Annina, Gella, and Judith were all wearing dresses of varying hues of green. In my ruddy shirt and earth-covered pants, I felt like a beggar stepping out of the alleyway and into a civilization—doomed to be an embarrassment. I wiped sweat from my brow and hoped I hadn’t left dark brown marks across it.

“Ladies,” I said cordially.

“You have dirt on your face,” Judith responded.

“And I’m here to fix it.”

“Wasn’t there when you walked in.”

“I’m a natural-born fixer. If something doesn’t need to be fixed, I’ll break it.”

“Sounds counterproductive.”

“And yet, I can’t seem to fix it.”

She snorted at that, then ushered the other ladies to the back of the house to secure some belongings that she had intentionally left behind. Annina looked over her shoulder as she walked away. My hand started to raise in some sort of stupid wave that went unanswered.

Noah wasted no time. He stripped, threw his clothes to the side, and washed himself with the water in the basin that Judith had left for us. I shrugged and joined him, although I kept some of my modesty at least. My mind drifted towards the idea of Annina walking in, and then what would happen if it was only the two of us in the house.

“Hurry up, we’re going to be late,” Noah said, shattering the fantasy that I had conjured.

“Where are we going?”

“I told you, today’s Reign’s Day.”

“You told me what day it is, not where we’re actually going.”

He exhaled the annoyed breath of a pestered teacher. “We’re going to Miss Vella’s. She hosts us all.”

“This happens every Reign’s Day?”

Despite his nakedness, he looked at me like I was the biggest fool he’d ever met. “I can see why the military kicked you out.”

I chuckled, despite how close it was to the real story. The lack of understanding why a certain thing is done and repeated over and over again had been the death of my service. On a different day, Noah’s rebuke may have wounded me, but today I laughed, and I meant it.

“Those are for you.” Noah pointed to a fresh set of clothes.

Folded up was a set of black pants, alongside a white shirt with dark blue sleeves and three buttons. There were no holes in the sleeves, nor stains on the body. The buttons all matched, meaning that they hadn’t been replaced.

This was not a borrowed shirt from a family of farmers. This was something new. Fresh.

“Judith stitched the shirt for you. The pants belonged to my father,” Noah said.

I found myself at a loss for words. Noah’s family wasn’t starving, but they worked every single day in an attempt to prevent that fate from befalling them. Work as hard as they may, the threat was ever present. Ever lingering. A shadow that followed as close as death.

All to say, for Judith to stitch me a shirt wasn’t a small act of kindness. The woman who had fed a drifter—who had given him refuge—had once again gone above and beyond.

I felt wholly unworthy.

She had provided for me. Spoken up for me when everyone else had encouraged me to move on. Given me a place to sleep and trusted me to not harm her or the family she housed. Time and time again she had given, and time and time again I obfuscated who I was. I was a killer wrapped in lies. A wolf in sheep’s clothing.

“Well, go on. Put it on,” the now-clothed Noah said. “Gotta see if it fits.”

It fit as perfectly as a lover’s hand.

“I don’t know what to say,” I whispered.

“I’d try ‘Thank you’ or some variant of it. Maybe the good old ‘The sleeves are as blue as your eyes’, if you feel like flattering her. May want to put pants on first, unless you really feel like flattering her,” he joked, either unaware or intentionally skirting past the growing moisture in my eyes.

I completed donning the outfit and felt whole again. The first time in a long time.

There had been moments of fulfillment during my stay in Corvound. Tilling the earth had been its own sort of penance. It was the opposite of what I had spent so much effort striving for. Cherishing life, instead of destroying it. A humble destiny, immune to ego-fueled cravings like status, prestige, and fame.

Standing in Judith’s kitchen, wearing clothes I did not deserve, I dedicated myself to becoming Eagan. He was a fiction, but through effort, I could make him real. Redlin of the Wolves was born in a world of silver and steel; Eagan was born on a farm. Redlin the Vanguard slit throats; Eagan sowed wheat. The Thunderblade wielded wind and called lightning; Eagan carried a scythe. The Justicar’s Revenge was a stained soul that started the War of the Gods; Eagan was someone who couldn’t even kill a doe.

If legends are born from stories, then why can’t men be created from conviction?

The saddest thing about my tale is that my dreams came so close to reality. I buried my past, fought for my future. Clawed my way to humility. Sweated in the fields, sought no glory, and went about my labor. No different than any other farmer.

I thought I could live out the rest of my life as Eagan. A simple life would have been a good one, but it was never to be my life. Eagan killed Redlin, then Redlin killed Eagan. I used to blame settings and circumstances, but now I see that it was ever destined to be that way. No one ever changes. Not really. Lies are slippery, fickle things, and no matter how you try, it’s impossible to cling on to forever.

But I tried. Reign knows, I tried.

-

The five of us walked to Miss Vella’s. I tried only once to thank Judith for the shirt, but she told me immediately that it was the shoddiest shirt that she had ever made and felt that I had deserved a shirt that I could get dirty out in the fields.

The two of us always had a way of discerning what the other meant.

Corvound was not a densely populated village, but it felt like it was when we entered Miss Vella’s. Her home was the largest, and over time, had slowly become the church. Pews—mismatched as they were built over the years by many different people—lined the floor. Stained glass had replaced the original windows. Discussions and whispers flew through the air like the musician’s notes drift through a concert hall.

Silence was established as the preacher walked through the crowd to take his spot behind the homemade pulpit. He was a muscular man, one whose clenched shoulders and thinning hair spoke of a dedication to responsibility and the spurning of levity. Someone who saw his place in the world as a rigid thing. Someone who bemoaned the laziness of his neighbors who did worse than him, but resented the arrogance of those who did better than him.

Someone I recognized, and someone who recognized me.

My first wake-up in Corvound, when the young girl had discovered me—it was her father. He’d looked at me with disdain and distrust. Now we were in church, I was bathed, dressed up, and clearly around people who trusted me, and yet he still bore the expression of misanthropic wariness. Worse, even. Before, I was a temporary nuisance that showed up one morning and would be gone before the sun rose. Now I was a tenant. Maybe not a permanent resident, but still, his warnings had not worked. His town was infiltrated with vagabonds, and his family would be robbed and murdered before long.

The hate of the alien is an illogical one, but it is powerful.

Once you’ve seen the ugliness hatred has to offer, you recognize its signatures anywhere.

He stood behind the pulpit, took a deep breath, and raised his arms.

“May the sun shine upon you,” he started.

“May it shine on us all,” came the chorus’ response.

The standard introduction for a church. What came next was not.

“We plant seeds in the ground to sustain ourselves with the coming winter. A lot goes into it, as I’m sure you’re all well aware. There’s the planning of the crops, the tilling, the planting, the maintaining, and, finally, the reaping. Beyond that is the hundreds of moments of waiting. Of worrying. I know you understand what I mean. I see it in your faces. In your weary hands. In your scars and your land.

“Just as we farm our crops, we must also grow our community in the same way.”

The church was full of nodding masses. The type of agreeing that isn’t merely passive, but fully bought-in. Everything their preacher spouted they absorbed, like it was a new revelation, even though they already had aligning conclusions.

He stepped around the pulpit. “When there are bad seeds, they must be uprooted and disposed of. When insects and birds plague us, they must be ended. Anything that threatens the crops must be taken care of. If it isn’t, well, we reap what we sow.”

Redlin would have said something. A scornful remark, a battle of words and ideals, or maybe even marching up and cutting the preacher’s head off, if he deemed the threat large enough. That was a man who was spurred to action and fought against those who hated him.

Eagan was not that man.

Inside, two parts of me waged war against each other. I was still Redlin in many ways, and I still had his instincts. Eagan, however, was a growing force. Someone who could keep his head down and weather the blows that life doled out. A shield, instead of a sword. Those two forces clashed like waves of water crashing upon an erupting volcano.

Then the strangest thing happened.

Annina placed her hand on mine.

The preacher’s meaning wasn’t particularly subtle—and I’m sure I did a poor job of hiding my discomfort—but that one kindness had a profound effect on me. The simplicity in her support, in her silent way of saying ‘I recognize that he’s talking about you and I don’t agree’, was all I needed. Peace fell upon me. Eagan’s waves became a monsoon. The volcano of Redlin was extinguished.

I squeezed her hand three times. She squeezed it back.

The preacher sat in a chair behind the pulpit. His homily had been direct, but mercifully quick, and now it was time for readings from the Tome. A young woman stood in his stead. She held a slight tremor in her voice and refused to make eye contact with anyone in the stands. A far cry from the preacher’s charisma through strength, but humility is one of Reign’s favorite virtues.

“Be good to one another, and do not worship false idols. There is power in goodness, and there is power in belief. Trust in those beside you. Offer them your arm, and when they offer you hardship, offer them solutions. In turn, when you yourself go through hardships, they will bear the burdens as you yourself have borne theirs. And when they do, do not lash out at them. Do not remind them of your own tribulations, but turn to me. For I shall always be there, and all I ask is that you pray only to me.”

She bowed her head, kneeled, and left the pulpit to rejoin her family. A choir of three sang out as she left, and a few people joined in with the singing while others bowed their heads and prayed. Judith, Annina, and Noah were the silent-prayer type, while Gella was clearly daydreaming and counting the minutes before she could leave and be free.

As for me, I found myself considering the Tome’s words.

It was odd to find myself agreeing with the Tome. I’d read it and sat through many a sermon. There were lies and impossibilities throughout. Inconsistent messaging, violence, and above all, encouragement of servitude to the deities. Pretty language and intense imagery, but undeniably a tool of control. Propaganda of the highest order.

Or so I thought.

Reign called for worship, true, but he also called for us to love one another. To forgive each other. The religious leader I had met wanted the opposite. A fractured population is far easier to control than a united one; a broken sword is far less threatening than a honed one.

More songs danced through the air as I considered it all. Each song seemed to cover the same themes, pitches, and techniques, but the rest of the members of the church didn’t seem to mind. Bloody fools.

By the end of the fourth song, the preacher resumed his perch. I was looking forward to the threats and the hypocrisy at this point. Anything to stop the singing.

“Receive these blessings and bask in the sunlight.” He held his arms wide. I could see that it physically pained him to include me in the blessings, but even if I was a wolf in sheep’s clothing, he was forced to bless the entire flock anyway.

I felt nothing with the blessing, but for the first time, I wanted to.


Chapter 58 - Stoicism

As the ceremony ended, Gella was the first one to stand up. She was as eager as I was to escape the building and didn’t have the social experience to be afraid to show it. Instead of departing the home turned church, she weaved through the crowd to join her friend, the preacher’s daughter. They did a quick hug before joining hands and running outside.

Judith, Annina, and Noah split up and joined in conversations with their neighbors. They found cliques of their respective ages and sexes. The younger women talked about people, the men talked about things, and the older women talked about life. Each group thought itself wiser than the other two for pursuing their conversation topics.

None of the four of them considered bringing me along.

I don’t blame them for it. Despite my good looks and charm, I was not a woman, and even in a place of worship where equality and welcoming are idealistic goals to be strived for, some gaps are too sacred to try to overcome. Noah could have brought me along, but he was part of the clique, and I was not. Bravery could have overcome those insular instincts, but I was Gare and he was Malcolm. Liars recognize other liars, thieves recognize other thieves, killers recognize other killers, but only hypocrites refuse to recognize other hypocrites. As I left with a head brought low and a heart empty of blame, I remembered one important fact: social contracts aren’t written on paper.

They’re binding, the chains invisible and wrought of metal created from ambition and desires for companionship. We can either acknowledge the rattling of those chains or pretend that we don’t hear them, but no man is an island. Everyone needs a friend. Men—and stories for men—sell the idea that loneliness is a virtue. That the stoic man, cowl obscuring his face and unaddressed pain obscuring his heart, is someone to become. I’ve been that man for most of my life.

It was not a life well lived.

Stoicism is a knife.

It’s good to have in a pinch. The weight of it is a comfort. The hilt becomes a familiar friend, the way it spins in your hand a pleasant distraction. When your back is against the wall and forces descend upon you, it’s better to protect yourself than to die bleeding in the mud. Men who die with steel curse the blade they wield with their dying breath, but those who die without them die with panic instead of rage. Far better to be a warrior than a victim.

But all too often, that knife you wield hurts those you care about.

When steel never leaves your hands, it becomes hard to shake the arm of a new acquaintance. You cannot hug a child while wielding it, you cannot have a midnight rendezvous with a paramore when moonlight glints against the edge. The knife you wield to keep yourself safe is the same knife that forces healers away. Some survive their wounds with ugly, jagged scars; some bleed out in the darkness, alone. If they had only been able to put their knives away, to break them, to bury them so deep they may never be found.

Further, still, is the fact that those who wield knives will eventually end up hurting themselves with it. Intentional or unintentional, it is a surety, and intent doesn’t staunch the bleeding.

If a knife is your only friend, that embrace will cost more than you may be willing to give.


Chapter 59 - Soldiers and Children

I left the church and stepped out into the sound of children’s laughter. Gella and her friend were running from two older boys. They ran in circles, giggling all the while, while the boys lumbered after them with exaggeratedly outstretched arms and heavy footsteps. Shouts of “I’m going to get you!” encouraged the girls to speed up and laugh all the harder, and when they weren’t looking, the boys smiled to each other.

The girls stopped running when they spotted me. Gella—her hand wrapped around her friend’s index finger—approached me until she was uncomfortably close, sat down with the grace of a crippled horse, and gave a signal to the two boys to approach. They did so, drawing closely behind the girls in a manner that wasn’t quite wary, but wasn’t entirely friendly either. With their arms crossed and a refusal to join the girls in sitting, they took the measure of me.

“Tell them about being a soldier!”

Blood. Blood always sells.

The sad reality of growing up a boy is you’re sold the lie that death is glory. That spilling blood is the pinnacle of masculinity, that hands were designed by Reign to wield a sword. I’ve gotten many a delight from battle and bloodshed, but I’m not like most people. Most cry, vomit, or shit themselves the first time they kill someone. Sometimes all three. It’s a good benchmark for a test of morality—seeing how disgusted someone is the first time they kill. Even when it’s their enemy. Especially when it’s their enemy. If the lie of glory is shattered, then they are a soldier; if the lie is believed, they are a murderer.

The glint in those boys’ eyes when Gella blurted out the request for war tales told me that they had bought into that lie entirely. They didn’t know any better.

“It’s a lot of marching,” I said reluctantly.

“Did you kill anybody?” the taller of the boys asked. His question fell before I had finished my first statement.

I shifted my weight from one side to the other. “Yes,” I finally said.

“What was it like?”

“Bad.”

“How many?”

“You’re not afraid to ask direct questions.”

“Are you afraid to answer them?”

“Fear’s not such a bad thing.”

“That’s not something a soldier would say.”

“Talked to a lot of soldiers, have you?”

That rocked him a bit. He kicked at a loose stone at the ground, sending it far away. “Gella told me you were brave.”

“Little girls know even less than soldiers.”

“But you are brave!” Gella protested. “Noah said so!”

“Noah’s a liar too,” the shorter boy said.

Gella looked to me to rebuke the boy. All hope and confidence. Children of that age shred social contracts. They balk at the chains and soar through their obstacles with brutal honesty and enthusiasm.

May we all be like them.

“Noah’s mistaken. I am soldier and coward both.”

“Some soldier,” the boys said as they left.

“He is! You’ll see, he’s brave!” Gella shouted after them.

When they left, the two girls kept sitting and looking at me as if I had a lesson to give them. Bright-eyed, innocent, and eager to learn. Considering that my life was me lurching from one failure to the next, I only had examples of pitfalls to avoid instead of ladders to climb.

I was about to tell them to run along and enjoy the frolicking when a sharp voice came from behind me.

“Coe, get away from him! Now!”

The preacher’s voice, full of the densest hellfire.

He stood in front of the makeshift church, the worshipers behind him. A shepherd leading his flock, and I was the coyote. The same lie tyrants always sell.

Coe, head down, went to her father’s side. It was a slow walk, one where everyone stared at me. Worry, hate, and accusations, all unvoiced, but all heard. Gella made me her shield, hiding behind me. She tasted the denigration in the air and named me her protector.

“I already warned you once!” the preacher shouted. “Don’t you ever talk to my daughter again, drifter! I knew from the moment I saw you that you were trouble. This is the second time you have isolated her. Was that your reason for roaming from town to town? Are you fleeing what you have already done, or hoping to repeat your crimes?”

He had Reign above him, his daughter beside him, and his neighbors behind him. There was nothing I could say to assuage their fears. This was a tight-knit group of believers—their trust only earned through time and familiarity—and now their leader believed he had caught me targeting his daughter. The accused’s voice is perceived as either an admittance of guilt or an attempt at deception.

Both lead to the sentencing of the guilty.

No, there was nothing I could say. I’ve seen the doomed legal defenses of the falsely accused before: it was struck down with ruthless vindication. Laws applied for vengeance instead of justice.

Outside city walls, vengeance frequently wins out anyway. Silence was the only answer. I could say nothing.

But there were some amongst the flock who could.

I looked to Noah. The boy damn near shook in his boots. He wanted to speak. He wanted to leap in front of them and dispel the falsity. He wouldn’t. Fear gripped his heart and held it in its cold palm.

“Leave him alone.”

The crowd parted from Annina like she was a flame that burned too hot to be around. Like shadows dissipating from light.

“You would speak for him?” the preacher demanded.

“I would,” she answered. Smooth and straight and tough as iron.

“You have known him for what? Days? That is far from enough time to know a man’s perversions.”

“We’ve only talked a handful of minutes,” I interrupted with a jester’s tone. “And yet you claim to know mine. Were you repeating what you see in the mirror?”

He stammered for a moment. The claim was too bold, but I felt the old Redlin smile as I started to quote from the Tome. “‘He who accuses without reason seeks to lay his own sin at the feet of others.’”

A woman wrapped her arm around his shoulder as if she would protect him from me—as if he were the one who had been forced on trial. She took him away. The crowd dispersed slowly, and then quickly, when the two of them went inside.

Small-town politics are funny. You’d think that an interaction like that would have a lasting impact on his reputation, but nothing changed. He was stubborn, popular, and most importantly, familiar. People put stock in those traits—as well as the role itself. They’ve spent so long imagining themselves in the position of power that they see any slight against the office as a personal insult.

Except for one.

“That meant more than you know,” I said to Annina.

“Leave it up to a man to diminish a woman’s intellect after she saves his ass,” she said.

I smiled at the joke. “I’ll make it up to you.”

“Thirty push-ups, and say my name after each one.” She crossed her arms, bit her lip, and waited. “No? Ah well, worth an attempt.” She grabbed Gella by the forearm, lifted her into the air, and put the child to her hips in a fluid motion. “But if you feel like you owe me, there is something you can do for me.”

“Name it,” I said earnestly.

“Forgive my brother. He won’t forgive himself for today.”

I blinked a long, forced blink, trying to squeeze the negative feelings out of my head. “Forgiveness has never been one of my strong suits.”

“I can’t make you, because that wouldn’t be forgiveness, would it? Just, think about it?” she asked, her head tilted to the side. She smiled playfully. “Or are you going to tell me that thinking isn’t a strong suit of yours either?”

“Can’t say I’m good at that either. The only thing I’m good for are push-ups.”

“Judith would tell you to think on it.”

“What does Annina say?”

“She’s more focused on the push-ups, but maybe after this one has a nap.”

“Can we go now?” Gella asked in a tired voice.

-

Annina’s request of forgiveness remained in my head for the rest of the day. When I changed back into work clothes, when Noah and I worked in silence in the fields, when we all ate and talked about small things like the weather and the neighbors’ outfits … all I could think about was his silence. It conflated with Eran voting to execute me. When I replayed that event, I saw Noah standing there, thumb down and apologetic about the betrayal; when Noah crossed my path, I saw Eran silently comparing me to Corvo.

I went to sleep thinking about it. It hadn’t even been a true betrayal—more of a shirking of friendship—but it stung like one all the same. After all the times I’d been burned by that bitter fire, I’d grown to hate even the inkling of flame. Noah’s indecisiveness was far from the worst, but it was the most recent.

It’s natural to be on guard when cuts have not turned to scars.


Chapter 60 - A Midnight Stroll

Exhausted, warm, and full, sleep found me easily that night.

My dreams were lucid and ethereal, deathly accurate and deeply hazy. It was like a painting where the lines were scintillating and the curves were straight. Easily ignored as “just a dream”, but I knew this was no such thing. This dream was like the others: prophetic.

The town stood around me as they looked to me for advice. There was fear and hate and a desire for someone to make everything alright. They wanted someone to calm the waters. To stop the wind. To kill those that needed killing.

In front of me was Miss Vella’s, one of the windows having a fist-sized-hole punched out of it. On muddy ground lay the preacher. A recent punch had left him with a bleeding cheek. Though he was defeated physically, he would never give up his staked claim of leadership. He hated me.

I ignored him all the same.

Pointing to an older fat man, I said one word. “Helsene.”

A name. One I didn’t recognize. Feminine and with a touch edge of refined rage, and utterly foreign to me. I said it with absolute surety.

“How do you know that name?” the man stammered.

“Helsene,” I repeated.

He brooked no argument after that. Just ran off to his house.

I awoke before he returned.

-

“Eagan?” Annina asked.

Moonlight streamed through the window, illuminating her in a pure silver light. The color of silk. The color of the assassin in grey if he healed instead of killed.

I rubbed the sleep from my eyes, confused at first why she was calling me that before realization flooded in. “Annina? Are you ok?”

“You were having a nightmare. You kept muttering a name.”

“Helsene?” I asked dumbly, clinging onto the memory of the dream before it fled from me.

“No, no. ‘Redlin’?” she quoted.

My heartbeat rose as I felt my house of cards collapse around me. The problem with building a life on a lie is that anxiety never leaves. When something closes in on the falsehood, the world feels like it’s ending.

But, when the house is made of deception, more will have to suffice.

“He was a fellow student at Eilen. Coldhearted cretin. Cut a boy’s throat once during a fight.”

“That’s awful,” she said.

“Even worse, I was having a, well, let’s just say ‘romantic’ dream about him,” I quipped. Ending a lie with a joke was a technique Cyn’se taught me. Makes you seem like you have nothing to hide while changing the flow of the conversation.

She laughed and I knew it had worked. I found myself wishing it hadn’t, because that laugh was sweet and easy and pure as vanilla.

“I was going to ask if you’d like to go on a midnight stroll with me, but I’ve heard that ‘romantic dreams’ have an effect on boys that makes it difficult to walk comfortably,” she said. The statement breathed mischief and flitted around my head like a hummingbird darting around honeysuckles.

“Let me think of something unromantic for a moment.” I held out my hand with my index finger outstretched in faux seriousness, then vocalized the exaggerated breathing techniques of monks. “Fields. Schytes. Noah.”

“Judith,” she added.

“Unromantic. You’re going to exacerbate the problem.”

“Just don’t let Noah hear you say that. I don’t think any amount of context will make him happy about this conversation.”

“Yep, that did it.” I curled my index finger down slowly, like a snake curling up on itself. “Is that opportunity for a stroll still available?”

“It’d be rude to take back the offer now.”

“And even ruder if I were to decline.” I rose from my makeshift bed. We stood shockingly close together. I could feel the warmth of her breath and could almost make out the sound of her heartbeat. “Lead the way.”

The banter dissipated when we became truly alone. The reality of our proximity was made clear, and with that came nervousness.

“So,” she finally said, leaving a long pause in the shape of a question mark. “I don’t mean to pry, but Helsene?”

“I don’t know what that was. Sleepy ramblings, I suppose.”

“It sounded like the name of a girl,” she commented. The inquiry didn’t need to be stated.

“If it is one, she should count herself lucky, for I don’t know her.”

She played with her plait of hair. “And do you? Know any girls?”

“Other than you?” I said. I found myself enjoying dodging her questions and playing on her flusters, despite the fact I was unmistakably nervous myself. “No. Nobody is looking at the moon right now and wondering if I’m looking at it too.”

“That’s a lonely way to put it.”

“I was aiming for poetic. After all, you told me you liked poetry.”

She smiled a soft smile. “Missed the mark ever so slightly. But I’ll let you make it up to me.”

“You wound me then offer the bandage.” I laughed. “You’d have made an excellent salesman. But go on, name the task.”

“Tell me a poem. One I haven’t heard before.”

“Which ones have you heard before?”

“It’s a mystery. You could always make one up yourself.”

“Noah’s going to dislike this walk, and I am not going to add to his ire by torturing his sister with one of my own creations.”

“Then tell me one you know.” She hopped over a fallen stick.

“I can’t recite any from memory.”

“Let the torment begin.”

Silence fell as words were impossible to clutch. They fell from me like water fleeting through fingers. Annina was patient as she waited, twirling and dancing through the pathways and makeshift roads.

“Need some inspiration?” she asked.

“And a more clever tongue.”

“Most boys overexaggerate the skills of their tongue.”

“Well how about you inspire me and I’ll practice doing circles with my tongue.” I stuck it out and started going side to side rapidly.

“Those are the worst circles I’ve seen in my life.”

“Is why I neeve the pactis,” I said, tongue still out.

She giggled, then stopped. Her smile dissipated slowly.

“If I tell you this poem, do you promise not to tell Noah I told you?”

“Sure,” I said, feeling oafish after my childish gesture.

“And Gella? And Judith?”

“Everyone.”

“Alright.” She took a deep breath then backed up two steps. Sat on the ground and lifted her gaze to the heavens.

“He works on sunshine-lit fields,

She works in the dark.

Golden birds and golden wheat,

Silver thread and silver needle.

He returns home the victor,

The conqueror.

She remains the homesitter,

The conquered.

He tills his plot, lines it with his seed,

She supports him with a fractured smile.

For she works in the dark.”

She stopped speaking. Her eyes still remained on the moon. She wanted so badly to join that silent constellation, to get away from this life and achieve something grand. Annina was mischievous and offered hints of promiscuity, but she never abandoned her primordial wisdom. Innuendos offered her a fleeting entertainment, but little else. When you live in a town like Corvound, even little pleasures become treasured, but they’re not poetry. They’re not the moon. They’re not what stirs the soul or fulfills us.

In front of me stood both parts of her: the young woman eager for something fresh, and the powerful spirit of a woman who had a penchant for solitude. Whether that inclination was inherited or nurtured, I could not say. All I saw was her. The emotional scars, the multi-facetedness, the hypocrisies of a nuanced person.

Annina.

“That was one of my mother’s,” she finally said. I didn’t realize I had been silent for so long.

“She was talented,” I said.

Annina shrugged. “I think of this one often. It’s the only poem I could recite.

“My mother grew to love my father—I don’t want that misconstrued. He was a good man. Honest, hardworking, loyal. Those are also the qualities of a donkey, and she did not love him at first. She was pressured into marrying him by both of their fathers. None of the other village girls wanted my father, and there were a few suitable young men of my mother’s age. My paternal grandfather was not one to let opportunity pass him by, so he made my mother’s father a deal: three cows. Could you imagine? Your own father, selling you?”

I remained silent.

“But proximity has its own magic, and while my mother may have been rebellious and drawn to her ‘frivolities’, she put duty first. Everything spun along as it should, but the woman she could have become … She would have moved mountains, Eagan.”

“She had you. I’m sure she was happy with that.”

“She was, but that’s not the point. A man would never have to choose between having children and achieving his dreams. Men are told to be knights, priests, farmers, politicians, or generals; women are told to have children. Preferably sons, so they can go on to be knights, priests, farmers, politicians, or generals.”

“I’ve known knights, priests, farmers, politicians, and generals and I can tell you that none would consider their lives glorious. All bow to the matriarch when the matter is fulfilled.”

“Offer them the opportunity to swap their lives with mothers, their daily chores with feeding babies until their nipples bleed and sewing until their fingers refuse to uncurl. Do you think they’d take that deal?”

“No,” I was forced to admit.

“I didn’t think so. And to reiterate, I don’t blame my father. He was a good man. Simple, but strong. But if the world was just, my mother would be writing poetry in a castle that overlooked the sea.”

“If the world was just, my mother would be with her. From the sounds of it, they were similar. Not in situation, but in personality. Free and seeing the beauty in the world, but also willing to put family first and not even expecting anyone to notice the sacrifice.”

“We’d visit them, in their castle by the sea.”

“They would scold us when we dirtied their rugs with muddy shoes and smile looking at the stains.”

“Proof of adventures,” she agreed. “They’d be proud.”

“Here’s to two people who are their mother’s child.” I held up an invisible glass.

She clinked it. “Hear, hear.” We drank our pretend drinks in our imaginary castle while our mothers watched from a faraway window, making sly remarks. I wiped away invisible liquid and tossed the glass.

“Can I ask a question?” I said tentatively.

“I just shared something with you that I’ve never shared with anyone else. I don’t have anything else to hide.” She gestured to her chest. “Except for two things.”

“Three if I’m doing my math right.”

“Who told you about my extra breast?”

“Judith, but don’t blame her; she was several drinks deep and that jealousy was immense.” Before she could quip back, I cut in with my question, desperate to avoid a social miscue. “Noah said that he wants you to go to Fymdell and find a life there. You say that your mother could have moved mountains, but her blood courses through you. I see it. You could do much the same. And yet …” I trailed off, unsure how to finish the question without offending her.

“And yet I’m here, wasting away?” she finished for me.

I shrugged. A reluctant agreement.

“It’s foolish, but don’t laugh.” She paused, then snorted. “My mother’s poem talked about how she was prodded along by the wishes of men. If I go to Fymdell because my brother wanted me to, then my entire life would be formed in the same way. Besides, Noah doesn’t want me to go to Fymdell to ‘find a life’, he wants me to go find a husband.

“I just can’t live my life being ground under the heels of men.”

She said it with finality. In a way that moved me. People say that’s what good poetry does. I never met Annina’s mother, but I know that she would have been damn proud of her daughter. If she could have moved mountains, Annina could move the world.

“You alright there?” she asked.

I shook my head as I came back to reality. “Just thinking.”

“You disagree?”

“The way you said it nearly convinced me, but there’s certainly value in getting to a place where you can thrive—even if it’s at the behest of someone else. I understand the reservation, but to deny yourself a better future because you don’t like the way it was presented is a tough argument to make.”

“It’s not simply who gave it to me. If it were as simple as letting Noah lead me to the city, I’d have swallowed my pride and done it already. But once I got to Fymdell, I’d need food to eat. A home to sleep in. The world is full of homeless artists, and their lack of resources determines their chances of success—not their talent.”

“And to get that security, you’d need a husband,” I surmised. “The world would be better if there were patrons for artists, but we live in the times we live in. I’m not going to lie to you, Annina—I’ve been all over and the main thing I’ve learned is that the world is a rough place, triply so for those without money.”

“The problem with poverty is that it’s a cage, and the only key is money.” She smiled again, indicating that she was ready to move on to happier themes.

Melancholy, when it can’t be erased, is best handled by pacifying its cries before locking it back up in a dark room. She understood this, and tried to teach it to me, but I was too foolish to learn it. Too unused to it. Rage had been my strength. My answer to the gloom. Red instead of blue. I wish I had agreed with her then like I agree with her now.

“Ironic that to escape that cage of poverty, you’d have to enter the cage of matrimony,” I said.

“That’s not irony, that’s by design. If a wolf was caged, you wouldn’t free him unless he was leashed.”

The image of chains and wolves took me away. For a moment, I became dispersed with reality.

“I owe you a poem,” I said. My voice was the stillness of water.

I gathered myself and felt everything around me. I felt the moon’s luminescence, each mote, and I felt the plants that grew in the ground. The people sleeping in their homes and the lone coyote that begged the universe for an easy meal. Annina, waiting, and myself, bringing it all in.

Everything is one. One is everything.

I understood it then, and in a state that transcends, I began.

“Ripped from the heavens,

Bound in golden chains of ambition,

Born fresh in the snow, the first thing she feels,

Agony.

She misses her home. Hates her new constraints.

Meets with her captor,

Icey, his name.

Kingly, his mane.

A great white wolf.

They plot together.

Hunt together.

Share meals. Laughs.

Prey.

A bond develops

Preparing for the day bloody friend turns to bitter enemy,

He feels ready,

He is strong and confident,

thick of hide and long of fang,

The ferociousness of ice. The speed of death.

But, around his feet, he does not see

Golden chains and ambition.”

I breathed anew.

“That was beautiful,” she said.

I shuddered. She could not have been more wrong. As the notes of the poem faded away, I knew who—and what—it was about.

But humor has always been my go-to deflection.

“Well, before you think too highly of me, just know that I had three dirty limericks prepared.”

Just like I had understood her when she had forced her sadness to an abrupt ending, she understood me. Not the best joke, but we clung to them like they were driftwood in a raging storm. “You’d sully a nice night with an innocent maiden by speaking a bawdy tune?”

“Never! Now if we could just find an innocent maiden, you’d be safe from my crassness. I was optimistic we would see one tonight.”

“You’ve confused optimistic with opportunistic.”

“Often one in the same. A pessimist cannot seize the moment as he sees opportunities only as a gamble he’ll inevitably lose; an optimist must seize the moment because he knows that he will succeed.”

“The optimist is delusional.”

“Always.” I flashed her a grin. “But the pessimist has already lost.”

She arched an eyebrow. “And you’re the optimist?”

“Well, I was hoping for a kiss.”

The words had slipped out of me like gold out of a drunk’s pocket, and now they were writhing and alive, too slippery to grab and force back into my mouth. I had lived a life more epic than most, and yet, there I was, nervous as could be. A boy, powerless in the eyes of a girl. Tale as old as time.

“Were you?” she said provocatively. “Well, you’d have to earn it.”

I crossed my arms in an effort to appear nonchalant. The truth is that I was afraid my voice would crack. My world would have torn asunder with it.

“Tell me that limerick you had in mind. If it makes me laugh, I’ll give you what you want.”

I didn’t have one in mind, but I am quick on my feet when it comes to crassness.

“I went on a walk with a lass,

While she did not have grace or class,

Her eyes always gave her away,

Her hands couldn’t help but stray,

And that’s why she was groping my ass.”

It was an awkward meter—speeding up when I found a rhyming word and slowing down when I could not—but funny enough to justify a laugh.

She stared at me, stone-faced.

I prepared to chauffeur us back to her house, never speak to her again, and perhaps even leave the village entirely, but then she got up close to me. Close enough that I could feel her chest against mine, her hands slowly brushing against my thighs as she reached for my hands.

Deadpan and serious, she spoke two words.

“Hah, hah.”

We embraced each other then. Hands roaming both carefully and excitedly, bodies pressed against another. Our lips met, and we both buzzed with a building, feverish anticipation. She bucked against me, I lifted her in the air, she wrapped her legs around me.

Intertwined as lovers, we found solace in our embrace. In our escape. That confounding melding of blurred and heightened senses.

Both Annina and I knew that the other wanted more, but we also knew that the current level of physicality was just right. Anything else would have been selfish—something that tainted the memory and poisoned the future.

Besides, we were out in public.

Slowly, I let her down. She wrapped her hands gently around my neck and gave me a few small, quick lover’s pecks. Her neck called for me to suck. She saw my lingering gaze and lifted her chin. Exposed flesh, tantalizing eyes, and all the encouragement I could need.

Instead, I twirled her away with a dancer’s step.

She went with it, twirling like a celestial being that was not bound by mortal constraints. Moonlight danced off her blonde hair. When she was furthest from me, barely hanging on by my fingertips, electricity and connection kept us together. A binding strong as stone.

I reversed the grip, leading her into a pirouette that placed her back to my chest and her in my arms.

“And he dances,” she said dreamily. I don’t know if it was sarcastic, sugarcoated, or both.

“Only with the right company.”

“So you do this with Noah?” She started to sway with me, two lovers in the moonlight laughing at little jokes.

“How do you think I got so good at it? Those fields have seen things nobody should ever see.”

“I was wondering why he was beating himself up so much about not sticking up for you at church. I should have seen the ‘hidden lovers’ aspect from a mile away.”

I stopped swaying. “I hope he doesn’t feel bad about it for long.”

She spun out of my arms to look at me. “Oh, Eagan, he feels terrible about it.”

“He didn’t say anything at dinner,” I said petulantly.

“He didn’t have to. I know my brother, and I know what he’s like when he thinks he let someone down. Whatever you feel about him, I promise you that he feels it twice as much.”

“I wish he had told me.”

“He will. Eventually. These things take time.”

I nodded. “Thank you, Annina.”

“Thank you.” She kissed me sweetly. “This has been a wonderful night.”

“I hope there are others.” I offered her my arm in an escort’s fashion.

She took it with grace. “I’m sure there will be.”

The two of us sauntered back at a pace that was intentionally slow. We arrived at our destination all too soon. All things must end.

“Don’t tell anyone my mother’s poem. I’m my mother’s child, but Noah is my father’s son. Hearing her early thoughts would do nothing but cause pain. Besides, my mother loved her family,” she said. She was embarrassed to ask for it, as it should have gone unsaid.

“Her secrets are safe with me.”

“Thank you.” She stood on her toes and kissed me once more. It was over quickly, but deep. It made me want more. She wanted more too, but she twirled, kicked a heel up, looked back and smiled with ill intent.

Then she went inside.

I followed, all semblance of resistance shredded.


Chapter 61 - Brothers and Sister

“Wake up.”

The command was met with a groan. Late nights and early mornings never go well, and knowing that a thoroughly exhausting day was ahead of me made me want to hide in the folds and cracks of my makeshift bed like a crab hiding in the ocean’s rocky crevices. Still, I could not stop the smile that pulled at my lips.

Whatever the cost, the night had been worth it.

“You look like shit,” Noah said.

I rubbed sleep out of my eyes. “Should I hide my face? This is a rarity for me, but you must be used to it.”

“Posture if you want, but I know you only hate me because I’m beautiful.”

“Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, but the beholder must be blind.”

“She’d be deaf if she had to listen to you make jokes all day. Get up, eat, and let’s go.”

Judith was quietly humming to herself as she made the meal. I had expected her to make a comment about the preacher’s insult and proclamations yesterday—some sort of admonishment, or maybe a quick remark about how I was always welcome here, regardless of what he said—but she didn’t. She carried on like everything was normal.

Her way of telling me that I belonged.

After the meal, the two of us went about our tasks wordlessly. Farmwork involves a shocking amount of nuance, but once you understand how to do a task, you’ve pretty much got it. You can resent it, dread it, hate it, or pretend that it’s somebody else’s, but that doesn’t change the fact that it needs doing. No matter what tack you take, it waits for you all the same.

I went about mine with an upbeat attitude and a song on my lips. It’s always amazing what a midnight rendezvous with a lady can do to one’s spirit. Energy flowed through me, and I flowed with it, going about my work with the enthusiasm of a man who knew that every step he took was the right one. It faltered for only a brief moment as I wondered what Mika would think of me. I pushed her memory deep within me. It left a mound similar to a grave, but I was in a good enough mood to ignore it.

“Hey.”

Noah’s voice, serious and concerned.

My high-flying spirit crashed suddenly. I had forgotten that this was a small town, and people talked. Of course he would have heard about Annina and me. My stomach churned and I felt sweat begin to tickle my forehead.

“I wanted to say that I’m sorry.” He played with his fingers, trying, and failing, to crack them. “I should have said something when Cal was talking to you. I’ve seen how you and Gella interact, and I know you would never do anything to harm a little girl. You’re a good man, Eagan. Far better friend than I deserve.”

He sniffled. Not crying, but close enough. Quick as I am to recognize the fallacies our gender commits, I’m quicker to go along with them. Even now, I’d fight against tears with all my might, and once you get past this jaded cynicism and this caustic humor, violence is my next defense mechanism. All that to say: nothing makes me more uncomfortable than another man crying.

I punched him in the shoulder.

He was rocked by the blow. Teary-eyed, he waited to see if I had missed and we were about to fight, or if I had forgiven him.

“I know what it’s like to be silent when a friend needed defending. I couldn’t judge you for that, Noah.” I crossed my arms and he seemed to breathe easier without the threat of another punch. “It was a tense situation, and besides, you and Judith took me in when you didn’t need to. I’ve been fed, I’ve been clothed, I’ve been welcomed. It’s more than I deserve. The last thing I want is for you to suffer hardship on my behalf. You seek my forgiveness, but it has already been given.” I placed a hand on the shoulder I had punched. “Now, fuck all this sad talk. There’s way too much to do and I don’t want to be out here in the sun all day. We can talk about our sins, or we can actually do something. I say let’s go for the latter.”

I had given the speech with the intent of being Eagan. Noah’s inaction had stung as deeply as a betrayal, but with time that wound would fade, and I could bottle that pain and stuff it down like men are taught to. Instead, I found myself telling the truth. Perhaps it was the conviction I had put into the performance. The mind has ways of tricking the body. When I was a child, I had pretended to be sick to avoid a hunting expedition, but as I had given more of myself into the performance, I felt legitimately ill by the end.

I like to believe that I deemed it truth because I was changing for the better. I do not know if that is fiction or not, but I like to believe it all the same.

He smiled, returned the shoulder punch, and the work began.


Chapter 62 - Taken

Time went on like that for a while.

Noah and I worked the fields, Judith and I formed an intellectual duo that cut down everyone else with jokes, Gella and I bonded over small things, and Annina and I continued our courtship. The midnight walks were sporadic—once or twice a week—but always sought-after. We were careful in the way that forbidden lovers are, and we were reckless in the way that forbidden lovers are.

Judith knew, I think. Whether she approved, I couldn’t say.

The people of Corvound, while they didn’t trust me, began to accept me. I attended the weekly church ceremonies and weathered the blows that came from them. Tenacity is a trait respected no matter what culture you’re in. The harsher the blows, the more respectable my lack of reaction became.

I wonder if they would have tried harder to break me, if they knew what was to come.

-

We were in church when it happened.

“And the Tome says—”

The doors burst open. The two older boys. Out of breath, both red in the face and pale elsewhere.

“They took them! They took Coe and Gella!”

Everyone rose from their seats. Questions came like arrows, demands and fearful proclamations surrounded like fish during a feeding frenzy. One looked at me, as if I had the power to whisk children away by magic.

Preacher Cal was the loudest of those voices.

“What did they do with my daughter?!” He shook one of the gangly boys as he shouted.

All the boy said was “They took them”, over and over. Barely audible over the onslaught of noise from the churchgoers.

The chaos, the noise, the threat to Gella—it was too much. Too loud, too ferocious, too angry. I didn’t have the answers for the problem. I didn’t have anything at all, other than the same anxiety and the same questions as those around me. I couldn’t do anything.

Redlin could.

I slipped into my old life. It was cold and mean, but it was the easiest thing in the world. Eagan couldn’t have done anything, so now Redlin of the Wolves, Vanguard, Thunderblade, Revenge of the Justicars, was here to step in.

The preacher was still shaking the shorter boy, so I focused on the other. He was alone in the crowd, everyone focused on the preacher’s target. The wisdom of crowds is never to be trusted.

“Don’t look at them. Look at me.” I placed both hands on his shoulders, creating a world where only the two of us existed. “How many were there?”

Despite the chaos around us, he heard me, and I heard him. “Three.”

“Armed?”

He nodded, but he wasn’t with me. He held a thousand-mile stare as he replied, “Swords.”

“On horses?”

Before he could answer, the preacher interrupted us. “What do you know?!” he demanded.

The preacher grabbed my wrist, severing the bond between me and the boy. Men who have control are utterly useless when they lose it. Panicked father or not, he was a distraction, and Gella didn’t have time for distractions.

In a snakelike move, I grabbed his arm and yanked him to the ground.

Before he could rise, I put my foot to his neck and held him there. I didn’t stomp, nor did I press down with enough force to kill him. I pressed harder when he writhed and released the pressure when he stilled. The town watched with bated breath and clenched fists. It wouldn’t be long before they interrupted us and saved their leader from the evil drifter.

But I needed answers.

“Don’t look at him, don’t look at them. Look at me.” I placed my hands back on the boy’s shoulders, re-forming our bubble. “Which way did they go?”

“East. Took off through the forest.”

“Anything else? Notable characteristics, mounts, anything at all?”

“One … smelled funny. The air shimmered around her.”

My heart shattered.

There was only one thing in the world that created the effect the boy was talking about. No trick of light, no panicked, mistaken intuition. What he described was real, and I knew exactly what it was.

Aether.

“Fuck,” I whispered.

There are a few reasons people kidnap children. None of them are good, but they typically involve ransoming, sexual exploitation, trafficking, and murder. Two of those are profit driven, and those who commit crimes for profit can more often than not be negotiated with. The other two are for pleasure, and those who would harm children for their own benefit are impossible to reason with. I had studied both categories and knew how to counter them, but there was another category that I could not stop.

Reapers.

A child has as much Aether as an adult. They’re weaker, more naive, and easily intimidated. They’re perfect victims, and Reapers are perfect predators.

“Thank you,” I whispered to him. Gella was going to die, and I was going to die to try and save her, but that was all I could do.

I stepped off Coe’s father. He had turned purple from my boot’s hold. I had nearly forgotten he was there. His deep inhale was followed by quicker, desperate breaths. I had no time to apologize, nor time to check on him. Gella and Coe’s chances were small, and growing smaller by the moment.

Outside the church, the sky had darkened.

Onlookers followed me. They usually do when they think someone has a plan. I walked like one who did, but I had nothing other than essentially a suicidal charge. I had no sword, was outnumbered, low on Aether, and was going to face off with Reapers. But Coe had greeted me. Gella trusted me. So suicidal charge it was.

Coe’s father came rushing out of the church, pushing through the onlookers that had gathered.

He swung at me twice, both wild swings from a dazed man who hadn’t recovered his breath. I dodged both easily, weaving with him and letting him exhaust himself further. The hunter must be rested, so I let him swing again, then again. My back hit the outside of the church wall. He punched with his left, a jab aimed at my head. A slow punch. A tired punch. I didn’t bother to move my full body, just crane my neck. His blow went through the stained glass window; it came back with shards of glass and blood.

Still, he was not done. He lined up the same punch, too angry and too stupid to think of anything else. The same jab, once again aimed at my head. I just reversed the craning of my neck and a second hole marred the church window. He pulled his hand back. More shards. More blood.

Even an enraged animal recognizes pain. Tears began to stream down his face, but I had no time for him. I swept his legs and left him weeping on the ground.

As I walked to the front of the church, I was hit with deja vu. Everything stopped, for just a moment, as I remembered the memories of the dream. Onlookers staring at me outside the church; the preacher flat on his back, weeping; two holes in the window.

I knew what came next. Was both powerless and unwilling to change the realization of the completion of the memory.

Pointing at a single onlooker, one fatter and older than the rest of them, I said a name I had never heard and yet heard twice before.

“Helsene.”

“H-how do you know that name?” he asked.

I had no time for his questions, nor answers. “Helsene,” I repeated.

He nodded and ran off. What it meant, how I knew to ask for it, and what came next, I did not know. Yet, I felt a strange sense of peace about the interaction. Everything, I knew, was happening as it should. Not right or wrong, not good or bad, but only as it should.

“Eagan,” Noah said. “I’m coming with you. I’m saving Gella too.”

“No,” I said simply.

“I wasn’t asking.”

“You’ll slow me down. You’re loud. I can’t protect you. You’ll get Gella killed.”

“Damn you, Eagan!” he shouted. “She’s my sister, not yours! It’s my job to protect her.”

“You wanna protect her? Keep everyone—and I mean everyone—here. There’s only one person who can save her now. It’s not Reign, it’s not the preacher, it’s not you.

“It’s me.”

He backed away half a step. Fear. Fear was good. It meant I was back.

“Who are you?” he asked incredulously.

I did not have to answer. The farmer returned, holding a sword. He handed it to me wordlessly.

It was dusty and old, but as I unsheathed her, I knew she was fine. Green hilt and sheath, a slight curve to the blade, and ever so slightly heavier on the tip than a normal sword. Old, judging by the markings. All good signs. Old blades meant they were well crafted, or else they’d be broken blades. The hilt, the weight, and the gleam of the edge—despite the lack of polish—screamed that this was not merely a decorative heirloom.

“I’m going with you.”

It was the preacher, who pushed himself to his knees on bloodied hands. He was panting and angry, but he meant it. Down to his bones, he meant it.

I barely heard him over the sound of the blade. The thing about swords is that they are instruments of pain. Fathers encourage their sons to pick them up, but mothers, in their permanent wisdom, beg boys to stay far away from them. At the end of the day, they are designed to hurt. To kill.

So am I.

Completing a reunion with a blade meant the full resurrection of Redlin. It was like stepping out of a cave after a long, long hiatus. Everything felt different. My body had been well taken care of with the farmwork, but there was a difference between farm shape and killing shape. Didn’t matter now; I would simply have to make do.

“Do you hear me?” the preacher asked. He had risen and was now standing in front of me, so close I could see the determination in his eyes.

He wouldn’t be dissuaded. Not from this. Not when it was his daughter on the line and his people watching. He’d be loud, unprepared, a nuisance, and lead to the deaths of himself, me, and the girls. I couldn’t have it.

I stabbed him in the leg.

It was in the side of the thigh. As far away from the artery as I could get, but it had to be in the meat of the leg. I did not want to cripple him, and I certainly did not want to kill him—but I could not have him follow me. Gella couldn’t afford it. I couldn’t afford it.

The crowd gasped as I pulled my blade out. Blood flowed down his leg in a consistent river instead of gushes. Dangerous, but better than the alternative.

“Judith!” I called out. She was one of the most horrified of the lot, her skin so white it was like a sickly cloud. “Bandage him. I’m going to get the girls back. Anyone who follows is going to get the same.”

I walked into the forest, the sound of Coe’s father crying the last thing I heard.


Chapter 63 - Blood, Always Blood

It’s easy, following the tracks of three kidnappers.

The skills returned to me nearly instantaneously, and while I missed the occasional footprint, hair, or other sign of life, it didn’t matter as the kidnappers had valued speed over stealth. Their path may as well have been left with paint or flame.

After an hour of jogging, I had still not caught them. Assuming the boys had notified us as soon as the girls had been taken, the kidnappers must have been sprinting. Carrying two humans—even little ones—would further their exertion.

I smiled. Humorless and grim, I smiled. Reapers or not, they were going to be exhausted. Exhausted men make mistakes. Men who make mistakes get killed.

One way or another, I would be spilling blood this day, so my smile remained.

I felt a part of me rebuke another. Eagan, coming out of the icy waters that was my soul, clinging to my boot. Reminding me of what was important. Gella. Coe. I could have my blood, I was welcome to it, but their survival came before anything else.

I shook off Eagan’s plea and ran on.

-

I found their refuge.

It was a wooden home that had been abandoned long ago. The windows were broken, the wood hung on out of habit instead of by design, and rain had eroded any semblance of paint. Smoke wafted from the cabin lazily, coming out of holes in the roof instead of the chimney.

As far as Reaper vestiges go, it was perfect. Isolated, forgotten, easily procured and easily left.

Even though a battle spelled my death, I, hopeless and blind, stalked through the trees until the edge of the clearing.

Behind one of the last trees before the house, I waited for movement. Signs of life or guards. Screams of little girls and cackles of evildoers. There were none. Whatever waited for me inside would stay waiting.

Hunched, I dashed through the cleared area and placed my back to the wooden walls. I waited three heartbeats, then ten. Foolish to do so, even then. If they had spotted me, I was dead; if they hadn’t, then no time to waste.

I started to investigate the outside of the house.

The few small holes that allowed me to see inside showed either only unoccupied rooms or darkness. No information to be gleaned from that, except for which rooms were empty. I’ve read tales of druids who can transform into mice or snakes and force themselves into crevices, but I had nothing more than jealousy and a lack of options.

I’d circled the house once. I considered doing it once more in the vain hope that I had missed something, but I knew that I hadn’t. The front door was the only way in.

Better to do it than live in fear of it.

As silent as a prayer, I opened the door. It was already cracked open and the hinges made only the smallest complaints of rusted atrophy as their inertness ended. I pushed my way in. Heart pumping. Sweaty hand on sword. Eyes darting from shadow to shadow.

No one was guarding.

“Blonde one first.” A strong, feminine voice came from deep inside the house. I almost recognized the voice, but the realization of who they were talking about chased it away.

Coe.

Foul as it is to admit, I breathed a sigh of relief. Not because both girls were alive, which was good, but because I had even more time to save Gella. I toyed with the idea of letting the Reaper begin her process with Coe while I dispatched the other two. Far better if Gella and I walked out of here than none of us.

I—or perhaps Eagan—dismissed that idea. Coe was alive. Tactics, probabilities, and calculations fly in the face of children. Besides, she was the first one in Corvound to treat me like a human being. If saving her spelled my death, so be it.

I did not run into the jaws of death, however. Entering a den of Reapers was suicidal, but I still held hope that I could catch one before the combat started. Lessen the odds from impossible to highly fucking unlikely.

My faith, for once, was rewarded.

She had her back to me, leaning against a doorframe as she examined her nails. Blissfully unaware, she made for an easy target. There were sounds from the room in front of her and killing her would surely reveal my presence, but a killer always recognizes his opportunity.

Unsheathing my sword with a silent hiss, I approached. Standing in her shadow, my heart threatened to burst out of my chest and splatter on the floor, but I was strong. Ready. A coil, bound to explode when the moment was right.

I put one hand in front of her mouth, kicked the back of her leg, dragged her out of sight of the room, and then stabbed my blade into her heart.

What a sweet relief killing was. The joy in it, the pleasure. Feeling her buck and rebel and weaken in my grasp as I kept her in place. The way her protests slowly faded. Blood, bright and red and warm, spurting and running down her back. I could not resist looking up to the ceiling and shuddering with pleasure. An acknowledgment of euphoria, one that I did not have time for, but one I could not resist all the same.

I let her drop to the ground loudly. Her life was gone and my joy was fading, but still, she served a purpose for me: bait. A way to bring on the next victim. The need to protect the girls was still there, but instead of it being a dominant voice, it was one that battled for attention against a chorus of vocalists that all sang out for blood.

“Lila?” one of the voices asked. A bit shriller and more uncertain. Not the leader.

Before he could check on Lila, I managed to hide myself in the corner. A poorly hidden spot that would be revealed quickly, but I needed only a moment.

He looked to the corpse on the ground. My moment was here.

Mouth agape, he barely saw me from his peripherals. Too late. My blade arced down, a high blow coming at a downward angle, and bit into his neck. He did the gurgle-cough of the soon-to-be dead and put a hand where flesh met steel. His eyes were wide and fear-stricken, his posture unnaturally rigid. I yanked my sword backwards, towards me instead of out, slicing tendons as he tried to staunch the blood flow.

He fell to his knees, flailing. I was the last thing he saw as he died. I kept our gaze locked. He looked at me like I was Reign; hoped that his pitiful staring would amount to some sort of miracle. Instead, he had met me, smiling down with a crazed grin.

Using my boot, I pushed his hand aside. I wanted to see the blood pour from him. I wanted to see it pool beneath him in dark red beauty.

The one inside was still there, but I didn’t care. I was an addict that had been reunited with his vice. It set my skin aflame, raised the hairs all across my body. Pure, unfiltered ecstasy. This was what I was meant to do. Not farming, not guarding. A hunter through and through, and hunters are allowed to enjoy the blood of their marks.

Bursts of fire came from within the room.

I managed to throw myself back and avoid those singeing flames. They burned so hot that even pieces of wood that hadn’t been touched were alight. Patches of wicked flame formed as the Aether faded, their spread already beginning.

Ready to form a shield of wind, I burst forward. Into shadow. Into flame.

It was a sparse room with no chairs and a raised, wide platform of Demon’s Ink. Both the girls were there. Gella lay on the floor unceremoniously; Coe was unconscious, laid out on the slab of black. A circle of Godsbone, pale as ivory, surrounded her. Behind the sacrificial child was a woman with a hateful sneer and a shock of black hair, hair that held a bright-red streak through it.

Mord.

The girl that I had manipulated out of the Vanguards. The one from Tidur’s camp. A leader who led through bullying, her vices had only grown. Asher had warned me that my lies may catch up with me, and Shur had warned me that she had become an Apostate, but to see her here, as a Reaper, gave me pause.

“Redlin of the Wolves. Of all the people in the world, it had to be you,” she said, then laughed. “Glad it’s you, actually. I’m only here because of your lies.”

“Let them go,” I commanded. It was all I had to say with the shock of it all.

“How long have the Vanguards been following us?”

“Too long,” I lied. Better to let her think I was still one of them, that she was surrounded. “Your friends are dead.”

Mord shrugged. She was in a house that had been lit on fire, surrounded by unseen Vanguards, her friends dead on the floor. And she shrugged.

“You never were very good to the ones who followed you,” I said.

“They served, and they served well. More than I can say of Yuna. How is the traitorous cunt?”

Flames began to grow behind me. The heat warned that they would be spreading not only to this room soon, but the entire house.

“You can ask her yourself. Surrender.”

She laughed, maniacal and bitter, and raised her hand. It was pointed like a callous soldier lining up shots at a fleeing army. Like a woman who had nothing else to lose.

Fire flowed through her.

I jumped to the left, landing on my shoulder while adding a shield of wind. Her rays were powerful enough to burn through the shield quickly, which forced me to keep moving and keep replenishing the shield. A dangerous dance where both body and soul had to work intertwined or be lost forever.

I could have survived her onslaught and worked her mania until an opportunity presented itself, but the house was beginning to catch flame far too rapidly. What would have once taken minutes was down to seconds. Eager as I was for bloodshed, Gella and Coe called to me—as well as my own survival. Mord charged more fiery power, her palms scintillating with red, glowing Aether, and it was pointed at me. Dodge as I may, it wouldn’t matter once we were surrounded by fire and crushed by rubble.

I raised my palm and fired off a gale.

Shattering returned to me easily. The loss of Aether was sickening, but it didn’t matter anymore. Nothing mattered anymore, other than putting Mord in the dirt and saving the children.

The blow caught her unaware. A stronger Apostate would have countered with Reaper-enchanced Aether, but that brief interaction showed me that she was not properly trained in Shattering. She was a novice swinging a sword; I was a master wielding a willow branch. Strength and resources matter little when compared to skill and wisdom.

I prepared another burst of Shattering when I heard the foundation of the house crack. Flame had consumed the room behind me entirely. A loud crash came from somewhere else deeper in the home. If I had been faster, I would have shoved my sword into Mord’s heart before scooping up the children, but I was not.

I picked both children up, formed a small shield of Aether, and charged through flame.

Constantly replenishing my shield grew more and more taxing. Shur had taught us that one of the determinants of the cost of Aether was the availability of the resource. Smothered in the blaze and choked out by smoke, air was impossible to come by naturally, which was something I’d never experienced before. Nothing to be done about it but curse my dwindling reserves. Aether had come easily when it was used to kill. Now that it was for the preservation of life, it was beginning to fail me.

Sweating, smoke-blind, and with a rising panic, I ran on. The house was a mixture of orange and hate. I had memorized my route, but every step became less and less assured. If the girls hadn’t been with me, I’d have considered lying down and dying. Anxiety was a rising nightmare that threatened to take hold. I pushed on faster, eager to avoid its takeover. Even when you recognize its illogical grip, you cannot escape its clutches.

Before that dreaded terror took over, we made it through the front door.

Air, sweet air. A relief. We were only a few feet away from the house, but I could not move us to safety. The three of us toppled into the grass. The heat from the house was sweltering and the wood cracked like it would all fall down, but I couldn’t move us. Back on the grass, face towards the sky, I swallowed oxygen greedily—a thirst that I had never desired so greatly. I felt the strangest urge to laugh.

“Redlin!”

Screams from inside the house, approaching the doorway. I swore, stabbed the ground, and used the blade like a crutch. I rose on steady feet with heaving lungs, but I would not die on the ground. No, I would stand and fight. Even if it was doomed. Especially if it was doomed. Defiance in the face of death.

Mord appeared in the doorway.

Aflame.

Howling in pain and with glowing hands, she scrubbed from eyeless sockets to blackened jaw, as if she could put out the flames that coated her entire body if she could get that single patch out.

She fell to her knees in front of us, a writhing mass of pain. No longer a threat, nor something to be saved. Her screams persisted. The child who had played with fire for too long and ended up burned.

Mord waited for me to cross the clearing. She could neither see nor hear my approach, but she knew it was coming. Was grateful for it.

With a backhanded swipe, I took her head from her shoulders.


Chapter 64 - Truth Amidst Ashes

The girls and I lay under the trees while the house burned.

I’d set them down gently amongst the roots and the cool dirt. Their heads were cradled in the upward angle of the roots, their arms wrapped around their chests like bodies in a funeral. I wished that I had a cloak for them to sleep under. At least the fire kept them warm—even if the source of that warmth had nearly been their deaths.

My bloodlust had faded in pulsing waves; my sensibility returned alongside it. Redlin’s rage had cooled and Eagan could slowly come back.

The house was burning, and I was glad for it. I was supposed to be a simple soldier, not an assassin. There were corpses with clean cuts and sadistic bruising, magical scars against the wood. Not the work of a soldier.

Nothing simpler than ash, though.

Even if the corpses didn’t fully burn, my methods were obscured, and the lie I would paint had more room to breathe. Everything could work out. I may even come back a hero, celebrated by all while Annina and I lived happy lives.

Midway through planned lies and visionary ideals, Gella spoke.

“Did you kill them?”

She didn’t stir as she asked. Didn’t even open her eyes. But she asked it with more confidence than I had ever heard her ask anything before. The confidence of a child who had seen more than she should.

I sighed. The lie had grown more complex, as all lies do.

“Do you know what soldiers do, Gella?”

“They fight?”

“They kill. Hopefully, they do it for a just cause. To protect their homeland and loved ones. Sometimes, they do it because they were told to, or simply because they want to. The people who took you did it because they wanted to. I killed them because I had to.”

“You’ve done it before.”

I nodded, even though she wasn’t watching. “I have. I hope I never have to do it again, but I’d do it again to see you safe.”

“You looked like you liked it.”

She’d seen it. Of course she had. How much else had she seen? The Aether? It would be difficult to keep my identity a secret if she was able to recall how I killed the first two; impossible if she could describe my Shattering. I wore a calm face despite the beating in my chest and the sweat that made my skin pallid.

“I didn’t. I’d do it again to keep you safe, but I didn’t enjoy it.”

I lied and hoped she believed me.

Nestled in the roots, she turned over and went back to sleep.

-

It was nearing dark when the three of us made it back to Corvound. Coe was in my arms while Gella was on my back. Both alternated between a hazy consciousness and fitful sleep. It could have been a cute image if the three of us weren’t covered in blood and ash.

Villagers came from their houses. There had been no bells ringing nor shouting, so they must have all been waiting by their windows. Watching in the forest for monsters. In droves, they came to see us, some wielding torches. They were all disheveled, but clean. Worries from the mind instead of the field.

Coe’s father came limping. He shouldn’t have even been standing after the wound that I had given him, but he came on, right foot planted, left foot dragged, right foot planted, left foot dragged. He did it over and over again, until we were inches away from each other.

He took Coe wordlessly and hobbled back to his home. Right foot planted, left foot dragged.

“Are we home now?” Gella’s voice was muffled, her face resting against my shoulder.

“We made it.”

“Gella!” Annina and Judith ran up to me—or, well, ran to Gella. I was an afterthought. Noah walked in their wake. His head was down while the women ran unbridled by shame. Men have to be heroes, and if they’re not, then they perceive themselves victims as well. Annina took Gella in caring arms, holding her like a mother. Gella nuzzled into Annina’s neck. Finally at peace.

“She’s alright?” Noah asked.

“Physically,” I said. “I don’t know how much she saw.”

“How much was there to see?”

I looked at him with dead eyes and an empty expression. One of the traumatized. A moment passed, then another. I said more in that stare than I could have in words.

“They’re dead.”

His curiosity sated, he rejoined his family, who were whispering and reassuring the girl.

-

It was remarkable how little attention I received upon my return. Both the girls and their caretakers had returned to the sanctum of their homes in an attempt to find comfort; the villagers did not know me well enough to ask questions, nor had they been personally impacted by the crime. I had brought safety and returned the girls, and for tonight, that was enough.

The only people who deigned to speak to me were the two teenage boys who had been playing with Gella and Coe. They had spent their entire lives imaging ducking under sword swings and felling foes, but when it had come down to violence—real, true violence—they had found themselves impotent. That sort of shocking realization left them both shameful and inquisitive. They had to figure it out. Had to understand.

As we talked, their own inability slowly melded into excuses, which became unvoiced reasons for why it would be different next time. The taste of real danger was washed away.

They’re both dead now.

Volunteered to the army, the absolute fucking fools. They were boys, at the age where people are reluctant to call them children but would never call them men. The army’s favorite age—the age of arrogance. They think they’re immortal. That they’ll continue to grow and experience the world, laughing and drinking and fucking all the while. That they alone will never die. Death is for the other people, never for them.

-

I sat alone, looking to the moon.

Everyone else had gone to their homes, but I didn’t have one. Not truly. Judith housed me, but when it came to it, I was little more than an intruder. The last thing that family needed was more intrusion. My visage would only be a reminder. Gella would be transported to her kidnapping, Noah to his own inability. Mord and her cronies were the wound, but I was the infection that lingered. It would be better for them if I left. A statement that was true for everyone I had met.

I was tempted to run into the forest as Annina approached. She made her walk a known thing, graceful but slow. Tantilazing and also apprehending.

“What are you doing out here?” she inquired.

“Gella should be with her family. All I would be—”

“Do you know the last thing she said, before she fell asleep?” Annina paused and sat down next to me. “She asked if you hated her now.”

“Of course I don’t hate her.”

“You know that. I know that. She doesn’t know that. She was taken and who knows what sort of fucked-up conversations we’re going to have with her about it, but what she needs now is stability. Family. And like it or not, Eagan, you are her family. She needs you.”

“All I am is a reminder of what happened to her!” I was standing then, nearly shouting. “She saw me, in the fray, relishing it like a fucking madman. How is she going to heal when I’m around her? How is she going to move on?”

I crumpled and fell back to sitting. Knees to my chest, arms wrapped around them. “She needs you all, not me.”

Annina slid closer to me. She wrapped an arm around my shoulders and held me until my breathing settled. Then she removed her arm, lifted my chin with delicate fingers, and placed her forehead atop mine.

“You’re full of shit.”

“What?”

“You’re full of shit,” she repeated. “You can admit that you’re just scared. That getting her back was easy, helping her heal will be harder. If you really want what’s best for her, you’ll be there for her. You’ll find the strength to hug instead of run, to hold instead of flee. To be silent instead of shouting.”

I took it all in and nodded. She was right. For some reason, it spurred a chuckle out of me, which made her join in. Nothing was funny, but we laughed and then nestled against each other. We whispered soft things. Vague questions about what happened met vague answers; our dreams of the future met and melded. A nice evening, one of moonlight and trees, stillness and understanding.

I cherished it, even as I was living in it. Nights where you can be silent with another and feel at ease anyway are rare. My heart swelled as she put her head on my shoulder; my soul touched hers as our fingers danced.

If I had known how few nights we would have together, I would have held her closer.


Chapter 65 - The Defense of Eagan

I woke to knocking.

It was firm, close to violent, and not to be denied. I was sleeping in the room closest to the door, and found myself inexplicably afraid. If it came to it, I could have killed everyone in Corvound, but something about the knocking made me feel small. Like a child. I wanted my father to scare the noise away. Then I remembered my father abandoned me for a sack of silver. I rose.

Judith shushed and bade me lay back down. I hadn’t seen her, but she was fully clothed and sleep hadn’t touched her for quite some time. She had been waiting for this Reign only knows how long.

She opened the door and blocked me from seeing who had come knocking. Or maybe she had blocked them from seeing me. Regardless, orange torchlight flooded the room. Judith’s silhouette was a fiery goddess, the image that stained glass can only imitate. Both she and the visitor spoke with quiet voices, and only for a moment.

With resolute shoulders and a firm nod, she closed the door. She did not let them see how tired she was. How scared she was of losing another loved one. Still, she did not pout or show fear. Too strong for that.

Instead, she made breakfast.

“Going to help me, or just stare?” she asked without looking at me.

I helped out with the separating and handing of ingredients. She could have done it faster without me, but she made no critique, saint that she was. We carried on for a moment like that. Dawn began to rise. A blue so light and uncertain it was almost purple came first, followed by an orange timid enough to be yellow and a pink sweet enough to be a flower.

Peace must always end. Silence must break. “What did they want?” I asked.

“You, at noon. There’s questions, and, well, the issue with the preacher’s leg,” she said without slowing.

“He would have gotten them killed.”

“Not me that you need to convince.”

“If it comes down to me needing to convince the preacher, the trial is already over.”

“Early mornings are tough enough as is. Let’s leave the pessimism for the afternoon.”

I snorted. “I’ve been glib all my life, but I didn’t know this is how it felt to be on the other end.”

“Teaching empathy and feeding the children is what I was made for.” She knelt down and started to light a fire. Flint to stone, flint to stone, ever striking. “What were you made for, Eagan?”

“I don’t understand.”

“It’s a simple enough question. These are simple people. They call a spade a spade, but they call a whore a lady. You’re going to get questioned by a group of people who know that you’re dangerous. What they want to know is if you’re dangerous to them.”

The fire sparked to life. She blew it, letting it rise higher and higher. Before long, it burned high and pure.

“Not unless they try to kill me first,” I said.

“A reasonable answer, but also not good enough. They’re anxious and they’re scared. You somehow divined Logen’s sword, location and name alike, and then stabbed the preacher with it. Then you hunted down three armed bandits. Coe and Gella have been returned to us, and you don’t pose a threat right now, but have you ever seen what happens to a beast once it devours human flesh?”

It acquires a taste. I nodded.

“Your job is not to convince them that you’re not a killer, it’s to convince them that you won’t kill them.” She rose with a grunt, pushing herself up on her good knee. “I trust you implicitly. I’ve told them that. But the rest is up to you.”

“I’ll do you proud,” I said. I meant it.

“Oh, Eagan, you already have. Now, come here and I’ll show you how to make journey cakes.”

-

“What are you going to say?” Noah asked as we made the walk to the church.

I shrugged. “‘Sorry for stabbing you in the leg’, I guess.”

“Admissions of guilt never go well,” Annina commented.

“It was in front of the whole town.”

“Doesn’t mean you have to admit it.”

“This is Corvound. ‘It was someone else’ may work in a city where palms could be greased and blackmail called in, but I don’t suspect it will work here.”

“We speak plainly around here, but if you think us simple folk who are immune to gold, you’re more foolish than I thought,” Noah said.

“I’m walking into a trial I’m sure to lose. Surely my foolishness isn’t in question.”

Noah shrugged. “Could be a reward. You did bring them back, after all.”

“Now who’s the jester?” I sighed. “He’s hated me since I arrived. I don’t know if you’ve been stabbed before, but I have. It didn’t make me think kindly of the assailant after.”

“Bet you couldn’t deny his ability with a blade after. That’s gotta count for something,” Annina added.

“I can. After all, I’m still here, and he isn’t.”

Gare was never much good with a sword anyway. I held that thought to myself.

“Well, good luck.” Noah shook my hand. “We’ll be pulling for you.”

“Any last pieces of advice?” I asked.

“Telling people you’ve been stabbed before too doesn’t make you look sympathetic, it makes you sound like a menace,” Annina offered.

“The scowl too. Really, your whole appearance and demeanor could use an uplift,” Noah chimed in.

“I’ll be sure to remember these jokes on the way to the gallows,” I said.

Noah looked to his feet suddenly, the will to joke gone. “I just don’t see how they could. They can cast judgment, but how would they enforce it? You’re holding the singular sword in this village, and you clearly know how to wield it. They’d have to get the whole village to take up arms against you, and even then, none of us are militarily trained.”

Annina agreed. “You would have to let yourself be sacrificed. No one here has the fortitude—physical or mental—to stand against you.”

“I am not so noble as that.”

“You’d surprise yourself,” Annina said. “But just for today, be greedy? For me?”

Noah questioned, then scowled, at the insinuation, but said nothing.

“I want to live here,” I told both of them. “And that means I want to live here in peace. I mean them no harm, and I’m going to show them that.”

-

The church was sparsely populated, less full than I had ever seen it. Perhaps the people feared a bloody rampage if they found me guilty, or perhaps they had taken to fortifying their homes after the two children had been taken. The few that came still feared me, but were brave enough to see the judgment anyway.

Noah and Annina sat near the back, leaving me to stride alone to the altar. The preacher was not in the church that day, leaving Miss Vella as the head of authority. She scowled as I approached.

Before making it to my designated spot, I stopped before the farmer who had given me his sword. I knelt and offered him the blade back. Both my palms were up and my head low, like a knight offering his blade to his lord for a blessing. He took it with a tender grasp and I continued my walk.

“We are here today to discuss the kidnapping of Gella and Coe, and the role Eagan played in the resolution,” the old woman said with a shrill voice.

“So serious,” I mused sarcastically. It was cocky and bold in retrospect, but I needed to convince myself that I felt no fear. Besides, the meek may be blessed, but I have never been amongst their flock.

“Children kidnapped and citizens stabbed—by you, no less—is indeed a serious matter, sir Eagan.”

“Children rescued,” I corrected. “If you seek to blame me for the kidnapping then you are surely mistaken.”

“I would like to talk to the kidnappers.”

“They’re dead.”

“Convenient.”

“Far from it. I nearly died. Those were no mere bandits—those were Reapers.”

A murmur of shock went through the church. I took advantage of it.

“Gella and Coe were not taken for silver, nor were they taken for perversions. When I found them, Coe was in the middle of a circle of Godsbone, lying atop a slab of obsidian.” The audience hung on to my every word. I turned away from the old woman and faced the crowd. A judge has only as much power as the jury allows. “I’ll not sit here and pretend that I was clad in Reign’s armor and won the battle through honorable deeds and up-front duels. I stuck to the shadows, I skulked, and I taunted. I did what I had to.”

“A brave tale, told with enough chagrin to not paint yourself as a fairytale hero. But there are holes in this story.” Miss Vella paused and I was aghast. “Tell me this, sir Eagan: how did you know that it was so urgent? We both say you stabbed Cal to deter followers, but I say you didn’t want followers because you didn’t want anyone to see what happens in the dark.”

“Dig their bones from the rubble and the ashes. If they were cosnpirators—a theory that’s laughably ridiculous regardless—then why would I have killed them?”

“Bodies burned and charred. Could be anyone.”

“You accuse me of not only conspiring with Reapers, but three additional murders as well? Do you blame me when rain falls and when night descends?”

“Tell me what’s more ludicrous, young man. Off a premonition, a disgraced soldier stabs the town’s preacher and the victim’s father, flees into the forest, slays the evildoers, and has the children back before nightfall. All of this with nary a scratch—despite the power Reapers are said to possess—and no witnesses. I don’t deny that the claims levelled against you sound dubious, but the alternative is too bizarre to be believed.”

“And what would be the motive? What do I get out of this?”

“Prestige. Good standing. Influence.” She held up a finger after each claim. “All things you would need to continue your romantic pursuits of the young woman you dally with at night.”

Despite the ridiculous accusations from the old woman, I couldn’t help but wince. Not because they were close to the truth, but because Noah did not know about Annina and I. Looking back, his support in the trial was important and anything that would rock him emotionally was ill-timed, but that was not why I winced. I hated the idea of him finding out, and I hated it doubly so that he didn’t get to hear it from me.

Alas, the verbal duel between myself and Cal’s supporter was at a frenzy, and I could not yield.

“I had those things you listed. ‘Prestige, standing, influence’. Gaining them was hard, losing them was easy. The lessons I learned in that fall were lessons I paid for dearly, and to think I’d risk losing the meager amounts I’ve accumulated so far with lies, murder, and conspiracies is nonsensical.”

She smiled and I knew I had misstepped. “People commit crazy acts every single day. You say that it’s impossible because the actions are mindless; I say that’s specifically why it’s possible.”

“Because it’s idiotic, it must have happened? That’s the argument? I think the concept of you being the ringleader behind the kidnapping is ridiculous; does that mean it happened?”

“The difference, sir, is that I have no motive.”

Reputation always matters, but in a small town, it matters far more. People are exonerated or executed based solely on how much their neighbors like them. The judge is always a vindictive, power-hungry bastard who wants a bigger piece of the world than they have; the jury is partial to every act you’ve committed since childhood.

Justice is only a word, not an ideal.

The doors were pushed open.

Hand in hand, Judith and Gella were lit by the sun. It was impossible to not feel like a creature of shame and shadow in comparison to their appearance. Old woman, young child, bathed in sunlight. Tough as nails, innocent as snow, and looking naturally at home in a backwater church with a broken window.

My saviors.

Gella slipped Judith’s grasp and ran the length of the walkway to me. Without slowing or stopping, she collided with my legs and wrapped me in a hug. I crouched down and returned the gesture. A moment of peace between the two of us.

“It’s alright, Gella, go with Judith,” I whispered.

She pulled herself away from me and walked back. Sense had returned to her then, as well as shyness, and she walked with her head down.

The preacher’s supporter cleared her throat. “Grand gestures from those you manipulate—”

“If you insult that girl, I’ll stab you as well,” I cut her off.

“More violence. Expected.”

“You’re absolutely correct. More violence.” If I was playing into her hands, I didn’t care. Noah had been right about one thing: no one in this town could actually do anything to me. I wanted to live here, and live here without suspicious glances and harsh whispers, but I’d give up that dream for Gella’s sake. “She has suffered more than you know, more than any that age should. Continue this inquest if you’d like, attack my character, paint me as your villain, but you will not assail that little girl.”

“Do you all see? This—”

“This is between you and me,” I cut her off then walked up the steps slowly and stopped when I was only inches away from her. Brazen, bold, and direct. It reminded both of us that I could do whatever I wanted to her. My towering over her made her shrink on herself, an instinct of trying to make herself a non-threat. But I was not worried about her threatening me anymore, and I would not allow her to threaten Gella. “And I’m warning you: I will not tolerate any ill will towards Gella.”

A bead of sweat went down her forehead. Followed by another. A third. She gulped, sputtered, and gulped again.

“I’d like to hear her account of the events,” a churchgoer said. A lifeline. A rope for the drowning woman.

But ropes can become nooses.

Judith nudged her and she approached. Slow but steady footsteps. Even though her head was down, she didn’t misstep.

I was so proud of her.

“Gella,” the old woman started gently, kneeling so she was at eye level with the girl. The change in tact was a practiced thing. The gentleness a facade. “I’m sorry for what happened to you. It must have been very scary. I hate to ask this, but we need to know. Do you think you could be brave and tell us all what happened?”

Barely perceptible, Gella nodded. Her hair covered her eyes, but the pain was clear for all to see. “Coe and I were playing horses and they came up and asked us where our parents were. Coe told them that you were in church and then they said they wanted us to come with them. They had bigger horsies over in the woods. Judith told me to stay away from anyone I didn’t know wanting to take me somewhere, so I told them we didn’t want to go and then they grabbed me.

“I tried to yell but she put a hand over my mouth. That’s when Petre and Barnable came running. They told them to stop but swords came out and they stopped. Noah says not to play swords and that they’re dangerous so I don’t blame them.”

“And then they took you into the woods?” the woman prodded.

Gella winced, but continued. “Coe tried to get away, so they twisted her arm behind her back until she cried. I stayed very still after that. One of them, the boy, asked if the short one had already ‘done it’. I don’t know what that meant, but it sounded scary.

“After that, they took us into a house. The other two put a big black rock onto a table and put Coe on it. They told her to get comfy and left me on the ground. They told me I’d be next.”

She almost cried then. She must have thought Coe was going to be killed and that she would be next—and death would have certainly been a result—but she did not know that what they had planned was so much worse. I have a few things in my life that I’m grateful for, and her ignorance on the matter is one of them.

One of the others is that I saw Gella’s resilience with my own eyes. When people say the word “resilience”, they conjure images of a sweaty man chipping away at boulders; I think of a young girl refusing to cry as she told her story to a church full of non-believers.

“They kept looking out the windows. The one who had grabbed me said that she wanted to wait until nighttime to make sure that nobody followed them. I pretended to sleep, but when they weren’t watching, I kept looking out the window too. I wanted Reign to come down.”

“And who came?”

She pointed at me. “He did.”


Interlude VI

“Apologies, lady Inquisitor,” a guardsman interrupted. “But the Archon has arrived.”

Maya dried her quill and placed her hands on her legs, trying to shake out some of the stiffness. It was only till she needed to stand that she realized how much her legs had hurt from sitting in one position for so long. Pain that was avoidable but now too late, like so many things in life. But, the Archon was here, and the complaints of servants were always better left unsaid.

“Have him wait,” Redlin said right before she rose.

“You want me to tell the Archon—the most powerful man in Usmal and the one who orchestrated the end of the War of the Gods—to wait? Because a prisoner told me to?” Maya asked.

“I don’t want you to tell him anything. I want you to tell the guard there to tell him that the man who ended the gods’ war wants him to wait.”

“That’s a lot of telling,” the guard said.

Redlin arched an eyebrow. “Would have been nice if you were the one doing this interview. At least you have a sense of humor.”

“You have gone beyond humor and into madness if you think any of that is going to happen,” Maya said.

“The Archon has heard this part of the story before,” Redlin commented, an odd amount of pleading creeping into his voice. “He’s not going to want to hear these details, but it’s important that you do.”

Maya crossed her arms and leaned back in her chair. She crossed a leg, uncrossed it, then recrossed it. Three expressions darkened her face in rapid succession: confusion, anger, and damned acceptance.

“Are you saying,” she finally started, “that this entire time, every story, every page, every fucking word—the Archon not only already knows these details, but he doesn’t fucking care?”

“That’s more or less the case, aye,” Redlin admitted.

She chuckled. A quiet, innocent chuckle. Before long, she was rolling with laughter. Tears formed from bright orange eyes and then streaked down her cheeks. Eventually, they slowed to an intermittent pace.

“That’s not what I meant when I told you that I wanted you to have a sense of humor,” Redlin said.

“I’m sorry, but I can’t help it! You men are so pathetic. The noose calls and you decide it’s time to tell your life story. It’s always to a woman, too. I had a friend once tell me that women are crutches for men’s egos, I just had no idea how right she was.”

Redlin barked a laugh at that. “What about my tale seems like a victorious, masturbatory ego indulgence? Which part, Maya? The part where my father sold me? Or when a woman assaulted me? Oh, how about the part where I fucked up time and time again? There’s the time I hid secrets that led to the death of thousands! Oh, and when my mentor and leader tried to kill me before exiling me!”

“Please spare me your self-pity. I liked you far better when you owned your mistakes, now you show me an army of your own creation and belabor its existence. No one has been given more than you, and no one has fucked it all up more. But that’s not—”

“Given?”

Lightning crashed outside in a rapid crescendo. Blinding white, cracking thunder, and smoking earth numbed all senses. As vision returned to Maya and the ability to hear slowly returned, Redlin’s yelling continued.

“Given? I clawed, bled, and killed for all of this. Question the intent, belittle the motive, and condemn the results, but don’t you ever fucking say I was given this life.”

“Should I say ‘gifted’ then? Granted? Bestowed? How else would you describe yourself? You don’t get to paint yourself as a victim of fate and also a survivor.”

“That’s what survivors are!”

Lightning crashed once more as the buzzing of Aether rose to a maxim before stopping entirely. With a clenched breath, Redlin hissed, then sat back down in his cell. Hood up, in the corner, he turned away from both Maya and the guardsman who stood in the jail cell.

“You, guard, what’s your name?” Redlin asked.

“Betts, sir,” came the reply, said in a shaky voice.

“Got a family?”

“Wife. Four kids.”

“What are the kids’ names?”

“Addley, Bands, Ace, and Carter, sir.”

“Love ’em?”

“Of course.”

Redlin nodded, mostly to himself, and then turned further into the cell. “I want you to think of them. You said Addley’s name first, so I’m guessing she’s the baby. Think of her little face, then go tell the Archon to wait. The Inquisitor and I have unfinished business and it’s imperative she hears the full tale.”

“Belay that order, Betts,” Maya said. “Take me to him.”

Betts turned on his heel and began to head towards the door.

“Think of Addley. Bands, Ace, and Carter as well. Think of what their lives will look like if you die. I don’t want to kill you, but if you try to take the Inquisitor out of this room, I will.”

“Ignore him.” Maya rose.

Redlin held a palm up. He did not raise his head, did not even look at either of them.

“Last chance. Leave this room and tell them they may come when called.”

“Sir, I—” Betts said. His skin had a pallid sheen and his hands shook. Blue eyes, near tears, and the face of a father that had spent so long smiling that the frown he wore was unnatural.

“He’s bluffing. Let’s go,” Maya interrupted.

Lightning coursed through Redlin’s outstretched arm.

A ray, thin, focused, and crackling with energy, shot through the air. It lasted only a moment. When it ended, smoke rose from Betts. Blood poured down both his chest and back. His heart had a hole in it, and even though it beat as it could, the shock and blood loss came quickly.

Betts fell to the ground in a pool of blood.

He crawled forward, half a foot. His right arm was outstretched and he used it to try and pull himself away from the demon in the cell, but it was too late. Half a foot was all he could do. The sickening smell of burnt flesh permeated the air, undercut by the metallic scent of too much blood. He coughed red spittle, closed his eyes, and whispered a name.

He died thinking of Addley’s face.

“What did you just do?” Maya asked breathlessly.

“I warned him not to do that.” Redlin’s palm fell. The arm hung like a weighty, weighty thing. “Warned you, really.”

“You just killed a man.”

“You’ve been listening to my story long enough to know that he’s far from the first. Do you hate me now that you’ve seen it?”

“He was innocent,” she said, still in shock. “He had a family.”

“They’re all innocent! They all have families!” Redlin exclaimed. The weight of his stare focused on Maya. “You’ve interviewed how many of my victims by now? Read how many accounts? We’ve had a few laughs, shared a few secrets. Did that make you think of me as a good man? A wounded soul who could be fixed? I expected an Inquisitor of all people to recognize evil when she sees it.”

“I always thought there was a reason.”

At that statement, he sighed. The tension and buzzing in the air disappeared immediately. Blood still pooled underneath the body, the drizzle of rain continued, and shaky breaths still came, but the oppressive nature was gone.

“There is. I just need more time.”

Pounding came from outside. Each knock made the door reverberate. Metal and wood clanking and bouncing.

The knocking guard yelled through the door. “Ma’am! Ma’am! There’s blood pooling on the floor. Are you alright?”

Redlin raised his palm once more. “Send him away. Tell him the Archon must wait.”

Maya stepped into the blood. Even through the boots, she could feel the warmth of it. Fading life force. Destined to cool and congeal and crack. It did not wake her from her shock.

“Everything is fine,” she said in a dreamlike voice. “Please tell the Archon that I need a bit of time with the Prisoner.”

“But, ma’am—”

“Everything is fine!” Maya yelled in a voice so shrill it threatened to ruin her voice.

Bootsteps scurried away like chittering animals.

“Thank you,” Redlin said.

“You’re a monster.”

He nodded in agreement. His hand fell, but the buzzing of Aether remained. “I am, and I will tell this tale by force if I must.”


Chapter 66 - Unexpected Guardian

As we sit in this room darkened by bloodspill, I stood in a church anointed in it.

“He did,” Gella said, pointing at me when asked who had come to her rescue.

-

Do not look at him, Maya. Look at me.

-

“He did,” she said.

“And he killed them?”

“Eagan saved us. They attacked him with swords and the girl used fire to burn him, but he’s the good guy. He won. I only saw a little of it. But they were bad guys and he stopped them. Don’t hurt him.”

“Used fire?” the woman inquired.

“It came from her hand.” She raised her palm, mimicking the usage of Aether. I hated to see it. “It shot out and covered us, but we did not burn.”

“How is that possible?” she asked me.

“Shattering. Those trained in it—or Apostates, if they’re unsactioned—can call upon the forces of nature,” I said.

“We’ve all heard tales of it, but that’s not what I’m asking,” she started. “How did you survive it?”

“I ran, carrying both of the girls. Maybe I outran it. Maybe Reign protected us. To answer your question, I don’t truly know.”

She nodded. “Please continue, Gella. What happened after?”

Now I waited with hitched breath. She had left out Mord’s and my dialogue, perhaps realizing that she should keep it secret, or perhaps she had been unconscious for it. What came next, though, she had been awake for.

On the verge of tears at the sudden memory of burning flesh and screaming agony, she continued her story. “She—the one who took us—came out burning and yelling something. Eagan killed her.”

“What was she yelling?”

“‘Redlin’,” she answered.

Hearing my own name made beads of sweat form. None knew that was my identity, and yet it felt like they all did. Anxiety is a tricky thing, illogical and wielding a knife with a twisted blade. You don’t realize quite how deep the wound is until someone twists the knife.

“What does it mean?”

“I don’t know,” I answered for Gella. “A name, it sounded like. Maybe a call for help. But I couldn’t question her, nor was I willing to risk any further harm to the girls. I put her out of her misery and hoped to spare the children from witnessing such a sight.”

“It sounds like you failed.”

“It does.” I hung my head. Gella and Coe were saved, but Gella would carry the images of that death until the end.

“Thank you, Gella. Please go sit with your guardian,” the woman dismissed her.

Gella seemed reticent to leave me, but with a gentle hand gesture from me, she left.

“Eagan, do you have anything else to say on the matter?” the woman asked.

“Just this: I am a man who hates violence, but I am a man who won’t let it fall on others. I saved the children. I would do it again.”

“Then, in the matter of kidnapping, I think we all agree that you are to be unpunished. On the matter of assaulting one of—”

The doors opened once more.

Shambling, the preacher made his way down the aisle. Right foot planted, left foot dragged, right foot planted, left foot dragged. He hid his wince with each step, but I saw the pain there. The preacher continued on anyway. All the way down to the altar. All the way down until he stood beside me. Shoulder to shoulder.

“What crime does this young man stand accused of?” he demanded.

“Wh—what crime?” Miss Vella responded with uncertainty.

“Yes, what crime?”

“Assualt.”

“I see. And will the victim come forward so we can see him?”

“The victim?” Miss Vella asked.

“Yes, the victim. If he stands accused of assault, there must be one.”

“Cal, you’re the one who was assaulted.”

“That is not possible.”

Mutterings rang out from the few churchgoers. Miss Vella’s mouth opened, then closed, and the preacher continued.

“As you all can see, I am uninjured. I deny the claim that Eagan has assaulted me, and as such, no crime has been committed and this inquiry must be put to an end.”

“Cal—”

“This inquiry must be put to an end,” he repeated. “Have I made myself clear?”

“Yes,” she said through gritted teeth.

The preacher shambled away, followed eventually by the remaining churchgoers. All left, until it was Miss Vella and me. As the accused, I was unsure who was supposed to leave first.

“May Reign guide your path,” she eventually said, disgust infusing each word.

The stewardship of a dead god was more appropriate than she could ever know.


Chapter 67 - Brothers and Sisters II

“Hell of a change,” Judith said as we walked back to her home.

“Never heard you curse before,” I replied.

“Interesting times.”

“Always are.”

“I hope you live to see the boring ones.”

“I’m sure I’d just fuck it all up and make them interesting once again.” I paused and waited for her to admonish me over the swearing. She didn’t.

“Noah seemed unhappy,” Annina commented.

“Baby sister romantically involved with the penniless drifter who knows how to kill people. Not sure what you expected,” Judith said. “Unless those are just rumors?”

Neither of us said anything. Judith crossed her arms. “Thought so.”

“Wasn’t planned,” I filled the silence.

“You don’t have to explain it to me, boy. Young love never is, and I’m not so old to have forgotten it. Children your age always think you’re the first to have discovered rutting.”

“That hasn’t happened,” Annina said while blushing.

“No? Give it time, then. Not that it bothers me. You should have seen me as a young girl. I wasn’t always this prim and proper lady that I am now.”

“I’d like to hear those stories.” I found myself smiling despite the insults she had levelled against me.

“You’re far too young and I’m far too sober for these stories to spill. Fifteen years and a bottle of brandy from now, then I may tell you.”

“I’m experienced beyond my years,” I promised.

“The boasts of the youthful. Truly mature people deny their wisdom.”

“I’m exactly as experienced as I seem,” Annina said.

“And that’s why you’re my favorite,” Judith replied.

Conversation dwindled as the three of us watched Gella run and skip, galloping through imagined plains and flying on invisible wings.

-

“Eagan, can I talk to you?”

Noah asked the question at dinner. We all knew what it was about.

“Inside or outside?”

“Outside.”

Fists it would be, then.

Judith didn’t look up as we walked. Annina’s eyes had darted to me, and even though she kept her head down and tried to prevent the look entirely, both Noah and I saw it.

The sky was the bright red of expensive wine or exotic vipers. It surrounded the pastel, golden light of the fading sun, covered it like the background of a canvas painting, dots of purple and pink filling in spaces at random intervals.

A pretty skyline to fight to.

“So, is it true?” Noah asked.

A few quips formed and died on my tongue. Honesty was the only way out. “Yeah.”

He sighed deeply. He didn’t want it to be true, needed it to not be so. But he knew it all the same.

Noah turned, spun, and delivered a right hook.

It was a telecast move. Unsubtle, straightforward, and painfully slow. Everyone thinks they know how to throw a punch, but there’s a reason fighters only fear other fighters.

I could have dodged it in my sleep, dodged it even if I had never expected it at all.

I let it hit me anyway.

I rolled with the punch. It had the benefit of mitigating the pain while also making him feel he had connected harder than he had. I could have taken it straight up and not even been moved, but being on the ground was good for both of us.

“Get up,” he said.

After spitting, I did so.

“I told you that I wanted better for her than this life,” he said. “She’s smart, and deserves better than to waste her life in a small place like this.”

“That’s not your decision to make.”

He punched me in the gut. Just like the other one, I let it hit me.

I folded in on myself like someone vomiting. A bit exaggerated, but if it made him feel better, then so be it. He’d been ineffectual in protecting his youngest sister, so I let him believe he was able to protect the older one.

“You’re not good enough for her,” he said.

“I know.”

He struck again, a jab at the eye this time. Right before impact, I started to push my head back. Too late. The blow caught me harder than I wanted, and this time when I hissed in pain, I meant it. 

“You should leave.”

“No.”

He punched at my gut again. I caught his wrist.

Turning red and snarling with effort, he kept pushing, trying to force his blow to connect. It wouldn’t have done damage at that point, but he needed to think he could hurt me, and I needed to stop him.

Farmers are freakishly strong. A lifestyle of having to earn everything will do that to you. They work in the fields and the barns with no one watching and no one congratulating them. Their rewards are fought for, the strength earned.

I was upset when he started to win the contest of strength. I’d been trained in the finest military institutions, and here I was, getting out-muscled.

But a fight is more than a test of strength.

To my shame, I used a trick that Asher had taught me. In one smooth motion, I pulled his pushing arm, leapt out of the way, and kept one leg planted. The sudden change of resistance brought him flying forward to the ground.

“Coward,” he said with a snarl.

“You said you wanted your sister to be with a smart man,” I chided. The smile I wore was both playful and angry.

He scrambled to his feet and wrapped me in a fighter’s hold. A domain where fury and strength are important, but where technique is everything. A fighter’s world.

My world.

I slipped out of the grab easily, then grappled him in a position where I could have snapped his arm out of the socket. He didn’t even realize I had him until he tried to counter and suddenly found himself screaming in pain.

“Give up,” I commanded.

Still screaming, still trying, he kept resisting. The pain was intense, but he did not yield. Not to pain. Not to me. My hold began to slip, and my choices became either letting him go or breaking his arm.

I began to pull. It was so tantalizingly close. The snap would have been thunderous, the relief I would have felt a full-body euphoria. In a maelstrom of negative emotions, violence has always been my eye of the storm. It both calms me and excites me, brings me clarity and joy alike. Crimson blood twinkling in the air is beauty, the groans of the wounded and the dying a wonderful concerto.

Juck’s scarred throat came to mind. The way he said “Good man”, the way he still carried himself after a destiny of heroism had been robbed from him.

I let go.

Noah rolled to the side. He got up clutching his arm, cradling it like a newborn. Then he let it go, raised both fists, and motioned for me to come at him.

-

We fought for a long time.

It was a sloppy, sloppy thing. Punches only. No more grabs, no more techniques. This was a fight that Noah needed, but it was also a fight that I had to participate in. Noah would only respect me if I fought back, and would only respect himself if it was a close thing.

The sun had set when the last punch landed.

He clipped me with a hook aimed at my jaw. We both fell to the ground as it connected. The blow stung, but that wasn’t why we fell; sheer exhaustion had taken its toll on both of us.

I landed on my back while Noah landed face-first beside me. The moon was hidden that night, but the stars I could see were beautiful.

“Nice punch,” I said over labored breathing.

“Yeah,” he agreed after a few deep inhales. About as intelligent a comment as could be expected after a fight.

“I’m not going to stop seeing her,” I said.

“I know.”

“Then why the fight?”

“I couldn’t live with myself without it.” He sat up and wrapped his arms around his knees. “You can’t give her the life she deserves.”

“You should stop trying to control her.”

He smiled. “I’m her big brother. I’ll never stop doing that.” He rubbed at his bruised cheek. “Based on how hard you hit, I may not need to anymore.”

“I’ll take care of her.” I massaged my knuckles. They throbbed warmly, the massage doing little to help. “If she lets me.”

He emitted a helpless chuckle. “With what? You live in Judith’s house with no prospects and no money. If you and Annina end up together and Judith decides she doesn’t want you around anymore—”

“We’d figure it out. That’s one thing I’ve learned in my time here. We’d figure it out.”

“She deserves better.”

It was my turn to laugh. “We’re going in circles now.” I rose and offered him a hand. He grasped me by the forearm and stood with me. We looked to the horizon together. “Deserve’s got nothing to do with it. All we can do is do the best with what we’re given. It took me a long time to realize that. I threw away a lot of things because I thought I deserved better. If I had played the cards I was dealt the best I could—instead of kicking the table at any opportunity—I wouldn’t have pissed away so much. I’m done running, and I’m done saying things like ‘deserve’ and ‘owed’; instead, I’m going to live the best I can.”

Noah turned away from me and started walking.

“Come on. I bet Judith made dessert.”


Chapter 68 - The Great Change

As with most families, our struggles went undiscussed.

Gella’s kidnapping, Noah’s and my fight, my budding relationship with Annina: all of it hung over the house like a gloom. They’d been acknowledged once, discussed at length, then placed deep down somewhere else to never be discussed again. There were more pressing matters at hand. There always are.

Noah and I continued working on the farm. Our friendship was both strained and strengthened. Complicated and simple. A bond that had been born out of goodwill had turned into a silently negotiated alliance of necessity and an unwillingness to rock the boat.

Annina and I carried on as young lovers do. With the secrecy angle gone, some of the titillation and risk had disappeared as well. Still, we found solace in each other. Bad poetry and tactless kissing, moonlit strolls and sly glances. Awkward and pure as courting gets.

This carried on for a few days more. It had the same air as soldiers on leave drinking raucously and causing mayhem. All smiles, all joy, but it was temporary. A drowning man getting a last gasp of air. Beneath it all, I think I knew it had a time limit.

When the family returned from church telling me that Cal was going to send a letter to Fymdell and the Vanguards, I knew that the hourglass’ sand was running out.

-

“Real-life Vanguards?” Gella’s question was exclaimed at the dinner table.

“Maybe they’ll recruit you,” Judith said.

“Or me,” Noah chimed in.

“I think you have to be a fighter to get recruited,” Annina cut in.

“Or brave,” I added.

“Or smart.”

“Or funny.”

“Or good looking.”

“Or—”

“I already said they might recruit me,” Noah cut off the assailing. “No need to make my case even stronger.”

“Can I go with you?” Gella asked.

“We’ll all go. The family of Vanguards. There will be songs and poems and paintings of us,” Noah said.

If I had been in a better mood, I may have snorted at the irony. I had joined the Vanguards for that very reason, and now Noah pitched it to Gella. What they quipped about was a hollow, hollow thing.

“I guess they will want to talk to you, Eagan,” Judith said. My attention snapped to her, but my anxiety remained. When you live a lie, you spend every day in varying states of worry about exposure. I had hidden behind shadow after shadow, but now the sun was coming.

“Thought about what you’re going to say?” Noah asked.

“Or how you’re going to decline their offer to join them?” Annina said.

I couldn’t help but laugh at that irony. “I’ll have to say no. Wouldn’t be right to take a spot from those more deserving.” I motioned with my head to Gella.

“Don’t worry, I’ll protect you!” Gella said with a big smile.

I had nothing to say to that.

-

“You alright? You’re quieter than normal,” Annina asked as she picked up a loose stone.

I ran my hands through my hair. “Can’t a man just stare at a pretty girl? I don’t need to talk to appreciate the way you walk.”

“I know that you can do both.” She smiled devilishly, turned, sauntered, and then tossed the stone to me.

Throwing the stone up and down, letting the impact land evenly across my palm, I spoke with an empty mind. “Do you ever feel like a big change is coming?”

“I used to.”

“What happened?”

“It never came.”

I snorted. “Change isn’t always good, you know. ‘Grass is always greener’, and all that.”

“I thought it was ‘The neighbor always has bigger tits’.”

I snorted. “Perv.”

“It’s why you love me.”

“Love, is it?”

“No?” She shrugged. “Worth a shot.”

“I might have said it yesterday, but then I saw the neighbor. The tits on her …” I let out a high whistle.

She punched me in the shoulder, but her smile betrayed her. “Ass.”

“Now, that’s why I—” I stopped myself short. Her grin widened.

“Go on. Finish the thought,” she goaded.

“Change …” I started. I wanted to continue the jokes, but the subject laid heavily on me, and I couldn’t stop myself from finishing the thought. “… brings opportunity and excitement, but for the average person, it brings misery. We look at the entrepreneur who made their fortune but we turn away from the homeless who lost it all.”

“Never took you for a financier—I’ll be sure to sell you my poems instead of giving them for free.”

“The money example is just one of many. People lose houses, communities, and each other.”

“We moved away from talking about my ass to sudden philosophizing. Are you sure you’re alright?”

I tossed the stone back to her. It hit her in the chest, rolled down, and fell into barely opened palms. She grasped it oddly tight, as if she were squeezing away my fears.

“Yeah,” I lied. “Just thinking about the world.”

Neither of us believed it.

-

“They’re here.”

Noah said the words that I had been waiting to hear ever since the preacher sent the letter. Two little words that spelled the end of my time in Corvound. They’re here. An announcement of arrival, an announcement of an end. Though I had been expecting it, and though I did not deserve my time of peace and family, my heart sank all the same.

There’s anxiety of the unknown—and that’s bad enough—but knowing that something you cherished is on the precipice of ending is a far worse feeling of anguish.

All things must end.

Covered in dirt and sweat but with my head held high, I began my walk to the church. It was a crisp day, one where the sun was warm but the wind underneath it was biting. A day where you could smell the leaves and hear the animals stow away their food. A day made for warm drinks around a fire with friends.

I took a deep breath and pushed the doors open.

Juck, Eran, and Hazel sat in one of the makeshift pews.

My heart fluttered before it crashed. How strange it was to see them there. The remnants of a past life. The ghosts of a different age. Friends, at one point. But even though they spelled the end of Eagan, I wondered if they were still friends. They could have easily been jailors, given a mission by heart-changed Asher to arrest the Vanguard he’d let go. Or perhaps they were recruiters. Times were tough in the world at large. Were they desperate enough to call back the wolf they could not tame?

Beyond those two possibilities, one other remained: assassins.

If the Vanguards had bowed to the church—as they were doing when I had struck Kaeso down—then vengeance at their behest was a distinct possibility.

“That’s him.” Miss Vella pointed at me. The preacher hung his head, as if he knew he had betrayed me.

The three Vanguards turned around. Juck, Eran, and Hazel. Of course it was them. I wanted to hug them. I wanted to shout at them. I wanted to turn around and pretend I had never seen them.

“Thank you both; we’ll take it from here. Please give us the room. We need to discuss the Reapers with this man,” Hazel said to the duo. Diplomatic as ever. I had forgotten just how good of an actress she was.

“As you wish.” Both did a half bow and walked reluctantly out of the building.

The Vanguards were silent as he left, the preachers’ footsteps nearly echoing throughout the church. Silent, restrained, and stoic, their true reactions came once the doors closed.

Eran wore a face of general disappointment. He was always the one who held me most accountable—including voting for my execution the last time I had seen him—and he hadn’t forgiven me for choosing a side for the Vanguards. He never would.

Hazel looked sad. She knew what was being taken from me. I didn’t deserve this life, but I had it. It was mine. Undeserved, but mine. And now it was over. I wondered if this was the expression she wore when she assassinated people.

Juck, stoic as ever. His scar was covered underneath the scarf again. He looked like he had shrunk a bit—like he had been forced to lie very still for a few months and his body hadn’t recovered from the stillness. His eyes, though, lit up when he smiled at me.

“So,” Hazel led off. “What do we call you?”

I sat down in a pew. “Whatever you like.”

“Redlin, then.”

The name brought shivers to my spine. Without it, I felt as if I had discarded my shackles. My mask. I was naked and vulnerable. I was free.

And now the jailor had come for me.

“Country life suits you,” she said.

“Certainly less violent.”

“You sure about that?” Eran asked. His voice was chiding, aggressive, and in an interregator’s tone. “Heard you put down a few Reapers.”

“I don’t know if they were full-fledged or merely Apostates. No shadows. Strong Aether, but not overpowering.”

“Reports said Reapers,” Hazel commented. I recognized she was the motherly figure, while Eran played the stern father. The carrot and the stick, the healer and the torturer. Even knowing the tactic they were pulling, I couldn’t deny the effectiveness. Psychological tricks are supposed to be less effective once you’re aware of them, but it had been so long—and the situation was so overwhelming—that I couldn’t help but play along. I looked to Hazel as I spoke, hoping that she would save me.

Foolish.

“One girl was on a slab of Demon’s Ink with a circle of Godsbone around her. They may not have been Reapers yet, but they were well on their way.”

“What did you do with the resources?” Eran demanded.

“Burned. Mord lit up the house and everything burned down with it.”

“Mord?” Eran asked. Both he and Juck raised eyebrows at the accusation.

While I couldn’t tell you why, I chuckled. “Coincidences abound.”

“Us being here isn’t coincidence. The preacher’s note mentioned that the Reaper yelled out ‘Redlin’, and when we read that … you’re a hard figure to ignore these days,” Hazel said.

“These days?” I asked.

“Oh, you’re quite famous. You got everything you ever fucking asked for,” Eran commented.

“I’ve found much more solace in working a farm than earning a name through blood,” I said. Melancholy tinged my voice.

“You call that earned? Killing an unarmed man in a church?”

“I saved the Archon’s son.”

“You started a holy war.”

“They started the war. I tried to end it.”

“You failed.”

I shrugged. He was right. He was right and I had no choice but to accept it.

Eran opened his mouth to continue his tirade, but Hazel placed a hand on his bicep. “Redlin, I have to ask. You say ‘they’ started the holy war, but you’re Samira’s Herald. How much did she have to do with Kaeso’s assassination? Did she put you up to it?”

I nearly guffawed. “Ambitious, spiteful, and evil she may be, but no. That was all me.”

“Most people believe the Vanguards designed it. A few claim that Samira herself set you up to do it,” Hazel informed me.

“Fools. Let them think what they may.”

Eran started to laugh. “You truly have no idea what’s going on out there, do you? Reign is dead. The Seraph is dead. People are up in arms. The crown’s soldiers get accosted on the street—or at least, what’s left of them. The Archon responded by burning some worshipers alive. Didn’t help much. Many of the imperial’s army quit and signed on under the church as soldiers. Skirmishes have been fought, buildings occupied, and lives lost. And you say that the will of the many matters not.”

“It matters far less than the strength of the few. I know not who killed Reign—nor do I know what aligned the other gods in this scheme—but there are forces far greater than man.”

“Eran is right, Redlin: things have gotten bad out there,” Hazel said. “Villages like these are the only ones unaware, and they won’t be for long. There’s reports that the gods are building armies. Recruiting from cities and their own schools. The Archon has no choice but to do the same. How long until recruiters come here looking for soldiers? War travels the land like a plague, looking for young flesh and young minds to corrupt. Reputation and worship will be the root cause of all of it, so please don’t mock them. Not after the role you played in all of it.”

“‘The role I played’? The role I played? What about Kaeso’s role, the one who started this whole fucking thing?! What about Asher and the Archon, both of whom watched it all happen, despite my warnings? What about the gods themselves?”

“It’s not enough for good to chastise evil. Good has to do good. It’s the only way.”

“I saved the Archon’s son.”

“You should have let him die,” Hazel said.

She didn’t yell it, didn’t exclaim it as a passionate argument. She said it softly. Firm, but gentle. Like a sad truth.

“What?” I asked in disbelief.

She sighed and continued with the same gentle tone. “If he had died, the citizens would have been on our side. Not all of them, surely, but it’d be talked about how Kaeso is a power-hungry monster. We could have used that. We could have had agents whisper how Kaeso was behind it all, how the Archon’s son was a martyr who died unjustly as a cover-up.

“Instead, the general public now has ‘proof’ that both the Vanguards and the Archon were involved in a war against the church. Kaeso—the sitting Seraph, if you need to be reminded—accused the Archon of killing Reign. Shortly after, a Vanguard assassinates him and the Archon’s soldiers arrest members of the church.”

“They were going to commit a royal assassination,” I said.

“You’re talking about what happened, I’m talking about what’s believed. When it comes to matters of state, the latter is far more important.”

“So that’s it then? Civil war and rebellion—that’s the fate that I cosigned Usmal to?”

“A fate you cosigned us to, yes,” Eran said. “You put the Vanguards on the losing side.”

I began to laugh. It started slowly and then grew until my ribs hurt and tears welled in my eyes. They were chaotic laughs. Loud, reverberating echoes surrounded all of us as we sat in a church with broken windows and led by a vindictive man.

“What’s so funny?” Eran growled.

“Just ironic, really. Vanguards are supposed to stand for justice, and when one does, the complaints are that I put you all ‘on the losing side’.”

Hazel cut in again. Push and pull, gentle and fierce, carrot and stick, mother and father. “We live in the real world. Justice doesn’t matter to the dead, nor does it matter when it’s only temporary. Clinging to ideals is noble, but when the enemy is at the gate, survival is more important.”

“Spoken like a true paragon.”

“Spoken like a survivor.”

I didn’t have anything to say to that, so I merely shrugged. What was done was done. They would blame me as they would. As would everyone else.

“So, what’s next?” I asked. I found myself reaching for a blade that didn’t exist, and then looking around for anything I could make into a weapon. If they were here to assassinate me, then there wouldn’t have been much I could have done, but I refused to die without a struggle.

I was different back then.

“Now,” Hazel started with a sigh. She ran her hands through her hair as a small stalling tactic. “Well, to tell you the truth, Cade has been asking about you. He wants you back. There’s daily meetings about preparing for war and putting out fires, and in each one of those meetings, he asks about bringing you back. The Archon keeps saying it’s a horrific idea, Asher says it’s impossible, and yet, he persists.”

“I hate to agree with the Archon, but he’s right. The people who know me hate me as much as those who don’t. Besides, if I join you, that all but confirms the Vanguards’ role in Kaeso’s death, doesn’t it?”

“I don’t hate you, Redlin,” Hazel said.

I nodded to Eran. “He does.”

“Yeah, but he always did.”

I chuckled. It felt good to joke with old friends. Familiar.

“It’s not that I hate you,” Eran clarified. “I never did. We talked about this, remember? I said that you were a danger to yourself and to others, but I like you in spite of it. You proved me right, and yet, I still like you.”

“You want me to come back?” I asked.

“Fuck no. I think you should be executed before you can cause any more harm.”

I stood. My palms were open and by my side, slightly raised. The pose of a man given up. “Go ahead, then. You can tell them I resisted, or you weren’t able to find me at all.”

Eran slowly reached for his blade when Juck stopped him. They didn’t struggle over it. It was so slow it was nearly still. Symbolic. Like a painting. When Eran relaxed, Juck stood next to me, facing the other two Vanguards.

“Good man,” he said. It was strained as ever and must have hurt like hell to say, but he said it.

When you don’t deserve it, someone having faith in you is both demoralizing and uplifting. Like being pushed down and going up. It’s a hard phenomenon to explain, and only the damned can commiserate over it.

I stood tall, hoping to prove Juck right, even though I knew he was wrong.

“And what does a good man do when he makes a mistake?” Hazel asked. A point scored in our fencing match of an argument.

“Tries to fix it,” I reluctantly admitted.

“He does all he can,” she agreed. “Have you done all that you can?”

“I’ve done more than most.”

“But have you done all you can?”

I crumpled into myself like a discarded rag. My mind waged war on itself. One side said I had a responsibility to fix what I could; the other said that I had done enough and now I had to choose me. A cyclical battle, each army equally matched in veracity and passion.

Hazel noticed my indecision and spoke up. “Don’t answer this today—don’t answer any of our questions today—but go to sleep asking yourself this: are you a good man?”


Chapter 69 - Alone in the House of God

I sat alone in the church.

A perfect place to weigh one’s sins on the scale of someone else’s morality. Redemption can only be achieved by those who have gone through hell, but the price of penance is a heavier burden than the continuation of wickedness. Goodness can come tomorrow. Vices will be indulged one more day.

Insidious shackles.

Those chains—more than anywhere else in the world—are planned to be broken in the house of God. Church pews are the birthplace of many proclamations of goodness. Of emancipation from evil.

Those declarations are well intentioned, but almost never achieved. Such is the nature of man.

I did not have the wisdom to call hypocrisy nuance then. Instead, I thought of the unjust puritans I had met on my path, of which there had been many. Why should I choose to try to be a good man when I was doomed to fail? So many others had tried that hallowed quest, and it would be little less than hubris to think I could succeed where they had not.

I chased the pessimism away. My mind was always prone to wandering when I stood on the precipice of change, and a great decision weighed on me. Every time I had a decision to make, the best choice for everyone else in the world has always been thus: whichever option brought me the least amount of happiness.

But couldn’t I take this chance to be selfish? To be greedy? All my life I had picked ambition and duty. Happiness, comfort, love … all were currencies that I had spent in the name of prestige. Ever since being sold—being told my life could be measured in silver—I had operated as if the virtues I had spent could be bought with enough titles given. Enough blood spilled.

The sheer arrogance of it astounds me.

Family can’t be purchased. Happiness can’t be taken. Love cannot be lent. They can only be earned by a life well lived. Judith had taught me that. Noah and Gella showed me that. Annina had proven it. The values I thought were rarities were as common as snow, and it took common people to teach me that. I’d been lucky enough to be granted another chance, but that chance had come with a test. A choice. Whichever choice I made, the other path would be lost forever.

The world asks a lot from its architects.

I left the church behind, holding onto the answer to Hazel’s question.


Chapter 70 - Joy Before the Storm

The Vanguards and Miss Vella were talking as I left. Pointed glances and furrowed brows were aimed my way, but I ignored them as I walked across the desire paths back to Judith’s house.The suspicious glances I first earned as an anonymous drifter continued even after saving the children. Some people have a way about them—a way that wins trust and smiles—but I’ve never had it. I’ve dealt with looks like that all my life, so I walked on unperturbed.

“There’s the Vanguard,” Noah announced as I walked in.

“Gella’s right over there,” I responded.

She smiled at the joke, the only smile I needed.

“So they didn’t recruit you?” Annina asked.

“Oh, they tried. Fell to their knees and begged for me to join them. But I’ve never responded to pleas.”

“Only beration,” Noah said.

“It’s why the two of us work so well.” I interlocked my hands and reached to the sky, stretching as if it were a day as drab as any other. “Speaking of which, farmwork calls.”

“When you’re right, you’re right,” Noah agreed. “Just be careful to not hurt yourself out there: I’d hate to explain to the Vanguards why their newest recruit is harmed.”

How close to the truth he’d come.

-

We worked mostly in silence. Occasionally, one of us would try to find a joke, but we were comfortable enough to let the threads die instead of forcing them to come to an awkward life. That’s what a truly strong bond looks like: when you can shut the fuck up with someone and not force anything.

Our work was mostly done for the planting season. There’s always more to do, but looking around, it was remarkable how far we’d come. Noah wouldn’t have been able to do that all by himself. Not even with the full season. Now, we were almost done.

“Good work,” he said with a tone that told me he was thinking similar thoughts.

“Not too shitty, eh?”

“Seen worse.” He scratched at his chin. Peach fuzz had started to grow. I remembered that he was still just a boy, despite how he talked like a man.

“Going to have to commission a painter for this moment. The first time you complimented me.”

“With ‘seen worse’?”

“Well, I’ll be the one commissioning it. I’ll have it titled something like Professions of Admiration. Maybe I’ll have them put you on your knees and tears in your eyes.”

“Spend a lot of time thinking about men on their knees?” Noah asked.

“Man’s got to make a living.”

He started walking back to the house. “I’m sure there’s some sort of ‘spreading seed’ joke here, but I’m tired.”

We entered the house together.

Judith, arms covered up to her elbows in flour and a slab of pork in front of her, turned to look at us. “Could at least wash up a bit before you enter the home. People born in your generation have no respect for the homemakers.”

We laughed and then quickly fled to the well when her stare hardened.

-

“So, truly, what did the Vanguards ask?” Annina asked as we ate.

“Besides begging me to join them?” I joked.

“Repetition is only funny in threes,” Judith criticized.

“Besides begging me to join them, besides begging me to join them, besides begging me to join them.”

Judith gave me an annoyed headshake.

“In truth,” I said as the patience for my japes wore thin, “they came to confirm the story. They told me Reaper-slaying claims from villages like these are fairly commonplace. Rarely true, however. They needed to verify the story the best they could. Reapers are kept track of and mapped out, so when one is taken out, it impacts their operations significantly.”

I pulled from my own knowledge. The best lies have as much truth as possible.

“Did they give you any type of reward?” Noah asked.

“They’re the Vanguards. Of course they didn’t.”

“Recognition and responsibility is its own reward,” Judith said.

“Can’t eat either of those.”

“And yet, the value remains.”

I nodded. True enough. A younger Redlin may have challenged it, but an older one appreciated the sentiment enough to not say anything—doubly so in front of an impressionable child.

I stopped mid-bite to appreciate how far I’d come.

This was a family. I was part of a family. Gella, my baby sister; Noah, my brother I could fight with and drink with after; Judith, my wise grandmother, always around with advice—even when I didn’t want it; Annina, my wife with dirt under her fingernails and eloquence in her mind. Sometimes the other way around, when the mood struck her. Sure, it was too early to say some of those things—and some of those relationships would destroy a family lineage chart—but in that moment, I felt it. And that’s what family is.

And the Vanguards wanted to take that away.

Fuck ’em.

I was not the good man Juck thought me to be. I was a selfish bastard. But even bastards can live good lives. Can be good parents, good lovers, good people. Life is a constant ebb and flow of growth and regression, climb and fall, but I did not have to choose to dive from the heights at which I had found myself.

This, I realized, was all I had fought for. Illustriousness and distinction were only a means to the table I sat at. Gold is cold, reputation is malleable. The laughs, annoyances, memories, stories, and feeling of belonging …

To sum it up, I had tried all my life to be someone who mattered. Sitting at that table, passing vegetables and fending off jokes, is where I had felt like I truly did.

And it was all to be ripped away from me.


Chapter 71 - Darkening Shadows

Feeling emboldened by the Vanguards’ visit, Annina and I took our walk while everyone was still awake. The sun had not yet set, Noah and Judith sat in the common room, and we still went on.

What would have once brought a fight now brought only an eye roll and a snide but harmless comment. The fear had diminished, and the bond that we shared strengthened for it. Forbiddenness has an aroma, but freshly established legitimacy is far more intoxicating. It makes you want to exist in a world all alone with your partner while also showing them off. Both of us wanted to scream “This person is mine!” into the world and have it recognized.

Young love is often cringeworthy.

“I wrote you a poem,” she said, unusually bashful.

We had ventured into the surrounding forest during our walk. She had led us here, and done so with intent. Her easygoing jokes, perversions, and sudden philosophizing had diminished while her nervousness rose.

The cost of exposing your heart.

I leaned against a tree, trying to appear nonchalant. “I’m all ears.” Sparking to memory was a joke Dunmyer had made. I examined myself from toe to chest. “Well, arms, legs, and all the other parts too.”

“Parts?”

I waggled my fingers. “I thought I was here with a stand-up lady.”

“I take it that you don’t want to hear the poem, then?”

“A fortune teller told me my quips would cost me one day. I apologize. Please continue.”

She inhaled nervously. I made sure to give her my rapt attention, not only because I had joked when she was bracing to express her soul, but because she deserved it. Sharing art is never easy; sharing art to people you care about is nearly impossible.

He is black velvet

Wrapped around the willow

The wind atop the water

Dancing to a tune only he knows

He is a cloud of silver

Lit by the moon

A shawl that guards

The silent protector

He is mine

And I am his

Destined to dance intertwined

Drawn to each other, forever

She came to a stop and I felt like I could breathe again.

Laugh if you will, but it moved me deeply. In that moment, I felt as if she had perfectly captured my essence and then ever so carefully presented it. Brittle and beautiful. Ethereal and bound. Magic.

“Sorry if that wasn’t good,” she said.

I rushed forward and brought her in close to me. My arm wrapped around her back, the other brushed blonde hair out of her eyes before tilting her chin up. Big brown eyes, the eyes of a doe or a selkie, stared up at me. They were nearly tearful, but not out of sadness or humor or joy. Just the passion of the moment and the overflowing of emotion.

I kissed her, deep and needful all at once. It was not the slow and probing kiss that gauges if more is wanted. This was desire. Hunger. A need, deep as black waters.

She kissed me back with the same passion. I was taller than her—and much stronger—but her ferociousness nearly knocked me over. It was a contest of strength then, both of us kissing each other, hands roaming and legs bucking. Nails ran across my back; my own were squeezing beneath her waist and grabbing hair by the fistful, both pulling her closer to me and forcing her head to tilt even more upwards.

I don’t know who fell first, but we continued our primalness amidst dirt and leaves. My hand slipped under her shirt and slowly pushed upwards, pressing down on each rib as it slid. I stopped under the cup of her breast, teasing the skin underneath. She impatiently grabbed my hand and dragged it upwards, placing it there before wrapping her legs around mine. My desire heightened further. I wanted to tear her shirt off her, show her my might and leave her breathless at the same time.

Before I had much time to do anything, she started to pull my hand away. Thinking we had gone too far and she was having second thoughts, I let her have total control. Trying to resist or to speed up her pace never would only remind her that I was stronger than her. Beyond my carnal lust was a need for her to feel safe. Secure. That we belonged to each other, and I would never hurt her. Once my hand was free from her shirt, I then tried to pull away. She held on.

She slid my hands under her pants.

Down, further, far too slow and far too fast, until I was on her. I had to resist shaking at my own excitement as I worked small circles on her. I was bumbling and awkward in my anticipation. At times too forceful, at others moving too fast, but she moaned all the same. One hand grabbed me by the hair and brought me to her navel. I trailed upward, sucking on her neck, eliciting another gasp as I felt her begin to quiver. My confidence grew as she whispered, “Oh fuck.” My fingers found their rhythm and she started to shake.

She finished, her back arching and bringing her even closer to me. We were pressed up against each other, hardly able to move as she took a few steadying breaths.

“You alright there?” I asked with a huskiness in my voice.

“Never better,” she said through labored inhales.

She found me then, her hand sliding up my thigh.

The last time this maneuver had happened had been with Mika. I’d pushed her as a sheer reflex. The long-lasting gift of Lady Olivia.

This time, I felt nothing of that defensiveness. While the encounter with Mika flashed through my mind, it was easily brushed to the side as I dealt with more pressing matters.

Mimicking Annina, I maneuvered her hand under my pants.

She worked up and down, breathing heavily into my ear. Gentle, but fast. Needy. Desperate. Wanting more. I grabbed her chest and she all but moaned and sped up.

The crunching of leaves interrupted us.

We stopped. Like deer after being spooked. We slowly untangled ourselves from each other before creeping to standing. The crunching of leaves and branches continued. I put her behind me, my left arm outstretched and across her torso, and did a breathing technique to slow my heart rate. If it was a large animal, Reaper, or Vanguard here to take us, then the chances of us making it were slim, but I was ready. I had enough Aether left for some bursts. Maybe enough even for a ray of lightning. If I became a Husk protecting her, then so be it.

The rustling got closer.

I jumped out, landing in a crouch with my palm outstretched to blow the assailant away.

Juck was standing there.

He was armed, but his blade rested easily in its scabbard. Based on the confused but entertained furrowing of his eyebrows, I judged him as a non-threat. Sheepishly, I let my hand fall and signaled to Annina that it was safe.

He exhaled air out of his nose in amusement when he saw the pair of us with our hair ruffled and our clothes ill-fitted. Both of us blushed. Would have been easier if he had come a few minutes earlier or thirty seconds later.

“Could have at least said something,” I grumbled.

He smiled, then did a miming performance of an opera singer. Despite the embarrassment at being caught, I laughed. It was good to be with a friend again. Less good than being with a woman, but good all the same.

Juck’s smile dropped and replaced with a stoic frown. I knew he had a reason to come get us.

“Where to?” I asked my old friend.

Before Juck did anything else, he reached behind his back, beneath his cloak. Fumbling around and unclasping, he eventually was able to bring his mysterious item to the front. Presenting it to me with his palms outstretched, he gave me what I’d been missing.

My liuyedao.

I picked it up gingerly, as if it were a holy relic that could dissipate into dust at any moment. The black handle with the cloud hilt, its gentle curve, its weight. It was as if I was missing an arm and it had been returned to me. My soul sang out in equal measures of delight and comfort; my heart beat rapidly and stilled.

Tying it to my belt, I didn’t have the words to express how much it meant to me. Annina looked at me with pursed lips, a look of concern and criticism. I had given away how much this meant to me. It marked me as something more—betrayed my lie as a common soldier—but so be it. I could spin a story once this all was over, but the sword and I were one, and I would not be separated from it again.

Lies beget more lies.

“Thank you,” I said with all the intensity I could.

Juck nodded, but his frown remained. That meant there was work to be done, and the sword wasn’t just a gift: it was an investment.

“Lead on,” I said.

And so he did.

Annina and I walked behind him at a distance.

“We’re safe,” I whispered to her. She was hiding her tremor. Hard to blame her for being scared. Being caught in the woods by a silent Vanguard—who also brought her lover a sword—would have an unnerving effect on any woman. My words seemed to calm her down, however.

“Could have at least finished,” she commented.


Chapter 72 - Escape Denied

Around a large fire, Eran stood in front of the villagers.

Embers danced around him. The wind gently roused and ruffled his cloak, but every once in a while revealed his muscled frame. All together, he cut quite the figure. A powerful Vanguard made manifest. A true hero. A legend. Something Corvound had never seen before.

They fell for it instantly.

“It is time to tell you news from the outside world, for it is grave,” Eran started. He must have been waiting for us. “First and foremost, Reign, god of light and our benevolent father, is dead.”

Gasps of shock and distrust came from the crowd. Not shock at the news, but astonishment that anyone would even utter the words. Reign, the head of the Pantheon—dead? Who could believe such a claim? Vanguard he may be, but it was too much for them to believe.

“I know. You think I speak blasphemy, or perhaps I’m confused. I tell you, Reign has been slain, announced by the Seraph himself.”

“How could this happen?”

“You lie!”

“When? How?!”

Eran held a hand up, silencing them. “I know not how it happened. I only know what the Seraph claimed. A few short months ago, he took the stand—Archon’s son in tow—and announced to the world that Reign had been killed.”

“Who?! Who could do this?”

He held his hand up one more time, silencing them yet again. “The Seraph claimed that the Archon himself is responsible.”

Whispers took over once more. They backtracked to disbelief of the initial claim. Words like “liar” and “wrong” were shuffled around like cards in a deck, always appearing, disappearing, and reappearing.

“Good people,” Hazel called out. Her voice was sweet but it still cut through the air like a knife. “I know it’s hard to comprehend. I’ve spent many nights denying the reality, but every morning I wake up knowing the truth. The Seraph announced it, the Justicars and Medians confirmed it.”

Eran surged off her momentum and started again without letting the audience ask any questions. “What’s more, Reign’s most trusted servant, the Seraph, is dead.”

Now he let the questions come out. The rage. It went on for a long time. Their anger became a frenzy, questions became demands. Eran weathered it all as the cliff weathers waves. I’d often thought that he would have been a good servant of Tidur, but in that moment, he was one of Odis’.

“I can tell you how the Seraph was killed. What’s more, I can tell you who did it.”

I began to back away, unconscious of my own movements. My attention was fully on Eran but my body was bracing for what was coming. It was a slow strike. A dagger aimed at my heart that I couldn’t stop, dodge, or defend. Perfectly placed and fatal.

“That man right there. Redlin of the Wolves.”

Eran pointed directly at me.


Chapter 73 - Blood and Tears

All turned to me.

I saw faces in the crowd. A man with chubby jowls sneered at me; a woman with cataracts and grey hair had an entirely blank expression. Faces ranged from confusion to hate, from violent demands and desperate pleas. A few began to point. More started to speak. I could see their lips moving, showing sharp white teeth like wolves. Hate like mourners. Malice like demons. I stood in their midst, and yet, I felt far away. Noise was absent. I could guess their questions, but their voices were overshadowed by a buzzing din. A bundle of ten thousand insects bound into a sphere and implanted directly into my skull. So loud it was, I heard nothing. I stood on woozy legs, unable to move.

My new world had ended.

A stone soared through the air. I saw it coming, time slowing as it flew, but I could not get out of its way. I was able to take in everything about it—its chipped edges, its off-white coloring, its fist-shaped size—but still, I could not escape its path. There is only one path through time, and the stone and I were destined to meet since before I was born.

It clipped me on the chin.

Stupidly, I put my fingers to where it had struck me. My index and middle fingertips came away red with blood. I rubbed it with my thumb, trying to comprehend it. An odd memory. Redlin of the Wolves, unaware of what blood was.

Most of the citizens had turned back to Eran, accusing him of more lies. Why would the Seraph’s killer—and therefore the most reviled assassin in many lifetimes—not only have gone free, but gone to Corvound of all places? How had they not caught me earlier? Didn’t they know I had saved children from Reapers? These questions, combined with the initial doubt of Reign being dead in the first place, began to overwhelm Eran. The wisdom of crowds is a fickle thing: prone to anger and a deep-seated need to be right; a self-feeding cycle where one lashes out, another repeats their message, and before long it’s been said too many times to be denied. Belief comes from the seeds of rumor, regardless of their veracity.

“We’ve been looking for him a long time. It can only be providence that a devout town like this one found him.” Eran stepped off his perch. He burned just a touch of Aether to make a spray of dusty stone at his feet. Showmanship at its finest. “You all don’t believe me. Ask him yourself. Ask him why he’s here, what he was before.” He continued walking, bringing me into the eyeline of all who stared at him. “Ask him his name.”

The crowd hushed. None wanted to be the one to ask. To be the one to break the silence. People shuffled their feet, waiting for others to ask.

The problem with crowds is that standing out requires bravery.

But there was one in Corvound who was never afraid.

When she walked through them with a posture as solid as an old oak tree, my heart sank. Of course it would be her. Had to be. The universe loves its ironies, and that’s all this was. One more joke at my expense. One more knife twist. The woman who had taken me in, welcomed me into her home and her family, would be the one to remove me.

Judith.

Level-set, voice unwavering, she asked it.

“Is it true?”

I said nothing for a moment. My mouth gaped, my throat clenched, and I tried to form words. I just couldn’t do it. Nothing in the world was heavier than the weight of it all. I wanted to die. To disappear into a void—to have never existed in the first place.

“Is it true?” she repeated. Urgency was in her voice now.

I nodded.

She slapped me. My cheek stung with the impact, but the emotional blow was far worse. Judith was never one prone to violence; the depths of betrayal she felt must have been immense. My desperation for a new life had brought shame to us all. As she walked away, I knew that she would bear the hurt of my lies for the rest of her life. Not only for the pain I had delivered her—and the dashing of the belief in the goodness of strangers—but for how the village would view her. They would hate her. Whisper behind her back that she took in a criminal. No sense at all in that woman. A lover of murderers. A heathen.

I realized I was wearing the shirt she had made me.

“Judith,” I screamed out as loud I could. It came out as a raspy whisper. A call she never heard, which I now consider one of the universe’s kindnesses.

The people around me were not so kind.

They began to surround me. Men cracked knuckles, pushed fists into palms, stretched their necks. The women were slightly less eager, but the way their pupils dilated encouraged common man and Vanguard alike to take me. Only the children, in their wisdom, were afraid of the oncoming violence.

I pulled my liuyedao and held it meekly in front of me. My hands shook and I held it like it was a rope to heave. They saw the fear in me and continued their advance. I swung wildly. It was slow, fearful, and came closer to hitting me than anyone else. They pressed on. I backed up, bringing the sword level.

I stopped when I bumped into someone.

Annina.

In fear, I jumped away from her, sword point level with her navel. Cold, metallic death, pointed at her. Pointed by me. I sheathed the sword instantly, but it was already too late. The image of her—defenseless with big, brown, teary eyes—facing off against me is one that is seared into my mind. It’s far from my greatest mistake, but it’s one that haunts me as I drift into oblivion.

“Eagan, tell them they’re wrong.” She fell to her knees and wrapped her arms around my legs in a constricting hug. “Tell them!” Annina screamed it into the night like a wolf’s howl.

“I’m so sorry,” I whispered.

In a full-on sprint, she ran. Direction didn’t matter. Location didn’t matter. Only the run. Unsustainable, fierce, and without thought, Annina became a poem. Each step was a word of heartbreak from a betrayed lover, each bounding leap a tightly wound mix of denial, anger, and grief.

I began to cry.

She ran through the forest. I could see her hair bouncing as she did. A wild thing. Art. Beauty. Another thing I fucking ruined.

I lost sight of her when I was tackled.

My stomach heaved as the wind was knocked out of me, but I did not have it in me to resist my attacker. My sole focus remained on craning my neck. Backwards, upside down, it didn’t matter. I wanted one last look at her. To tell her something—to take away her pain. I couldn’t see her through the shrubbery, but I kept trying.

A fist rained down on me.

My head rolled to the side. Pain blurred my vision and the din of buzzing returned. My teeth rattled and I tasted bitter iron as the impact forced me to bite on my tongue hard enough to make it bleed. I managed to set my head straight forward before the next came.

Noah.

Just like his sister, tears welled in his eyes. What Annina ran away from, Noah ran towards. If she was grief, he was wrath; if she was escape, he was advance.

I did not blame either of them. Not when the second punch landed. Not with the third. They were justified, and I hoped they killed me.

The assault continued. I made no move to stop him. The only reaction I had was to set my head straight after each blow so we were face-to-face. I did not feel the pain anymore, not truly. Judging by the blood on his knuckles and the lack of others joining in, I knew I was a mess of bruises, welts, and blood. A visage to match the soul.

Somewhere after the twentieth punch, he hesitated for just a moment. It was getting harder and harder to straighten my neck, but I did it for him. The growing slowness of me made him hold back: fist raised, shaky arm, and with a hate that had burned itself out into nothing but embers of regret. It was only for a moment, but it was enough to take me in. To see me. To recognize that underneath the purple and red mess of my face—that underneath the deceit and the trickery—was a person he had worked so hard beside. The friend he had spent so many hours joking with; Judith’s son who had brought joy and peace to the house; Annina’s lover who had made her step lighter and soul deeper.

The hero who had saved Gella.

I saw the hesitation in him. One of his tears fell on my cheek like rain from a star.

“Finish it,” I said through busted lips. Through eyelids so swollen I could hardly see out of them, I watched as Noah’s hand rose further into the sky. A final blow. An end to it all.

Like a comet soaring through the night sky, the descent began.

His fist landed mere inches away from my skull. A cloud of dust and dirt bathed me. Noah grabbed a fistful of Judith’s shirt, pulled it hard enough to ruin the snugness of the neckline, then shoved me down as he rose.

Noah walked into the forest, just like Annina.

The last I would see of him.

I groaned, rolled over, and pulled my knees to my chest. With his disappearance, the pain blossomed. Soul-deadening, radiating, pulsating agony. Physical and emotional. Never-ending and mind-consuming.

The orange glow of the firelight was blocked by someone. Someone standing in front of me, arms spread. Guarding me.

Preacher Cal had come to my defense.

“These allegations are unproven,” he said in a clear voice. “The Vanguards may take him, but these beatings will stop. It is not our place to judge. It is not our place to take matters like these into our own hands.” Coe fell on my chest, spread out and trying to defend me in her own way. “I judged this young man once. I even tried to run him out of town. I used both your fears and the Tome itself against him, even when it called for me to welcome him. He saved my child anyway.” He flapped his arms, almost like a bird. “Go! Disperse! Let the Vanguards do their jobs—you do yours!”

The townspeople spat and muttered, but they followed the preacher’s commands. As Eran began to walk through the dismissed crowd, the preacher knelt down urgently.

“‘Redemption is always available to the devout,’” he quoted from the Tome.

I’ve never been devout.

He gently pried Coe from me, despite her protestations. As soon as he did, Eran pulled me to my feet, got behind me, and pushed me into a march. Death was denied to me; pain and embarrassment would be the only result from resisting. So I marched. I did my best to stifle my tears and make a show of stoicism as all men are taught, but I failed. I wept openly as I walked, tears and blubbering noises wailing out into the night like a banshee.

I passed the farm where I had toiled so long. I passed the home where I had spent so many evenings laughing and bickering with my family. I passed the village that had despised me, grown to love me, and despised me once more.

On the outskirts of the town of Corvound, I looked back one last time. Faintly visible from Judith’s home was the silhouette of a child. She waved, arm moving as slowly as a skinny tree in a gentle breeze.

Eran pushed me before I could wave back.


Interlude VII

Redlin stopped as he relived the memory. The thrum of Aether died down, and so did his spirit. Pain had turned into emptiness; despair into forlorn acceptance.

“I’m sorry that I had to kill him.” He did not look up as he spoke. “Betts. It’s not your fault.”

“I know,” Maya said with anger. She sat cross-legged in an awkward position to not seep her boots in blood.

“Good. That’s good.” Redlin went for a pull of a pipe that wasn’t there. “It’s just … important that you know these details.”

“Why? Your time in exile amounted to nothing substantial. We deal with the country as a whole. A few broken hearts in a town so small it doesn’t even warrant being put on a map are details hardly worth going over. If you say that the Archon would have encouraged you to skip these details, I’d say he was correct to do so.”

“Because I need you to see the whole picture. There is reason to all of this, I promise you. I practiced this. Studied my life and cut the details you don’t need. Your faith in me may be at all-time lows, but please, give me the rest of the evening.”

“Why me?!” Maya rose as she demanded. Cold, congealed blood splashed as she did.

“Because you’re going to be the one who keeps Reign safe.”

“Reign?” she said with her head cocked. “He’s dead.”

“For now.”

“What do you mean? What are you planning?”

He sighed. “I know I’m not worth it, but please, Maya, I’m asking you to listen to me for just a little longer. All will be explained.”

She sat back down, shaking her boots lightly to expel the blood. Betts’ eyes were still open. He looked at her with something akin to accusatory shock. She turned to break his gaze.

“You didn’t have to kill him,” she said softly.

“I did. I wish I didn’t, but I did.”

Maya pulled the pipe and lit it. The hour grew late, and lives had been lost this night.

“How much longer do you need?” Her voice was a soft thing, acceptance and exhaustion painted over the anger.

“As long as it needs.”

“And it’s important?”

He nodded.

“You didn’t have to kill him,” she repeated. A note of anger had returned to her words.

Redlin motioned for the pipe.

“You’ve heard the stories of how I hunted soldiers during the war?” he asked.

“From direct accounts.”

Redlin once again motioned for the pipe. She handed it over. He took a short pull, breathed the smoke out in a plume, then took a long one. The exhale of smoke went through the prison bar window. A white cloud, illuminated by moonlight, into the outside world to join the orange glow of falling embers of sage.

“Did you love her?” Maya asked.

Redlin took yet another pull as he contemplated the question. He opened his mouth to answer, perched his lips, took a fourth pull from the pipe, and released the smoke slowly—then in a rush.

“Yes,” he finally answered reluctantly. “But in the way a boy loves a girl—not the way a man loves a woman. It was infatuation and romance brought about by proximity more than anything else. Still, love is love. If you asked me that night if I loved her, I would have said yes without thinking about it.”

“Did you love her more than Mika?”

“You’re a coldhearted bitch, do you know that?”

Maya chuckled, despite the events of the day. “I’ve been told that once or twice.”

“I suppose Victraine has been as well.”

“And a little girl—one whose mother’s assailant nearly escaped justice—needed one, long ago.”

“That is far from coldhearted. They say vengeance is fire and justice is ice, but I’ve seen the hearts of those who demand justice for others, those who demand justice for themselves, and those who don’t demand it at all. Between the three, only the first one cannot be accused of coldness.”

“I’m no hero.”

Taken aback, Redlin shrugged in agreement. “Fair enough.” He passed the pipe back to her.

“So,” she said before taking a pull of her own. “The stories about you say that you went into hiding after Kaeso’s assassination.”

“I did, in a way. Not in an intentional fashion, but in a way where I was hiding from myself.”

“And your return to Fymdell is next.”

“Not the one you hear stories about. That came later. I returned to Fymdell cowled and in the shadows. Full of pain and anger. A far cry from the Assassin in Grey delivering his speech.”

“Tell me about it.”

Redlin silently motioned for the pipe back. His head tilted down in defeat as he received it. “I’m so tired, Maya.” He almost took a pull before letting his hand fall to the ground. “But, you are right. The clock ticks faster and I am on borrowed time. Let us continue into the night, as this is one of the last chances we will have.”


Chapter 74 - The Bitter, Broken road to Fymdell

“Look at him, walking in silence. Brooding. Not much has changed, has it, Hazel?”

“Leave him alone, Eran. We did what we had to do, no need to relish in it.”

“No need to pout, either. Never took you for a soft heart.”

“Never took you for sadistic.”

“Not sadistic to look for joy in times like these.”

“It is if it’s at the expense of another.”

“Ah, well. Way of the world. I’m no better than those around me.”

“Shouldn’t you be? After all, you hate those around you.”

“I’ve never hated you.”

“When you said you were no better than those around you, that includes me.”

“Exactly, I am worse than you. Always known it.”

“Still, take it easy on him.”

Eran gave a facetious salute. “Yes, ma’am.”

That was the one that finally goaded me into response.

The continued joviality after my entire life had been taken from me showed that he was not merely trying to bait me into a response, but he truly meant it. It did not matter to him if I heard his japes.

Pain gave way to anger, and I drew my blade.

“Think I should kill him?” Eran asked amusedly of Hazel.

“I just told you to take it easy on him,” she chided. “Redlin, put the sword down. I’ll not deny that Eran may deserve some bloodletting, but you’re in no condition to fight.” She shifted her weight around, feet set before speaking with sadness. “Plus, he’s a Vanguard, and you’re an Apostate. Do not force me into something I don’t want to do.”

I leapt forward, trying to skewer him in one motion. I could hardly see through my swollen eyelids, my body was exhausted, and I hadn’t practiced with a sword in months, but it didn’t matter. Eran had to die.

He stepped out of my path, casual as a napping cat.

I landed in a heap, nearly skewering myself in the process. A cloud of dust rose with my thud, but I wasn’t done. He had to die.

Quick to my feet, I was up and slashing immediately. It was all rage, all fury, no technique. I thought my farmer’s strength and residual skill would have carried me through—after all, I had beaten Eran many times in our fights—but my decline was apparent. He was weaving with the strike, playing with me like a predator before the killing blow.

I pulled back and caught my breath. I was heaving with the effort, but I needed to return the pain that he had inflicted on me. Eran let me recover, the smile never leaving his lips. The rapid strikes weren’t working, so I stored as much strength as I could before bounding forward with a raised strike, aimed from collarbone to hip.

He merely stepped back, letting the blade whistle by, tapped my wrist to add momentum, then stuck a foot out. I tripped and went to the ground.

Before I could move, cold steel was on my neck and hot breath in my ear.

“Tell me to do it, Redlin, and I’ll kill you right now,” Eran said.

Suicidal ideation aside, I didn’t want to die. Not like this. Not to him. The red haze of rage overpowered the grey cloud of grief.

“What the fuck did you do it for?” I asked in a harsh whisper.

He took the blade away and rose. “The Archon’s son wanted you. I knew you weren’t going to come willingly, so I made the decision for you.”

“You have no idea what you’ve cost me.”

“I do. I lost everything once. Everything. You knew those people for a few months; I lost my entire family. Do not compare your pain to mine, as you will come up short.”

“The similarities between you and Corvo must grow by the day.”

The kick to the gut came quicker than I had expected. Wind and spittle flew from me and I could not catch my breath. A second kick came. Less force and passion in this one, but still hard enough to lift me into the air.

I tried to get out another taunt, but with my breath gone and the events of the day, I couldn’t. I settled for a “fuck you” smile. Despite the pain. A smile of all blood and teeth.

Eran got the message.

He walked away, muttering and imagining inflicting more pain upon me. Hazel joined him—in the walk if nothing else. She was comforting him. They had always been kindred spirits but they had gotten closer during my time away.

Juck knelt and offered me a hand up. I slapped it away. He had been a part of this betrayal as well.

He took it as he took everything else: stoically.

Juck followed in their wake. I cannot tell you why, but I did as well, after I slowly picked myself up. I was a prisoner without a cage; a slave without orders.

A man without hope.


Chapter 75 - Not Enough

Each night on the journey, they would sit by the fire and talk of small things. The tasks at hand, old memories, and quips they’d practiced a hundred times before. Even Juck would join in with hand gestures and rapt attention.

I said nothing.

Sometimes they would try to get me to join in. Hazel would ask about stories she had heard of me before our paths crossed. Eran would talk about our adventures. Juck would look to me, never giving up.

In their own way, they wanted me back. I was an old friend who was hurting. Hurting from what they had done—but people rarely reflect on the pain they caused.

They were ordered and had done as commanded. They had done nothing wrong, so I shouldn’t hold it against them. I would have to be a fool to not understand that.

That’s how the unsympathetic think when they cause pain.

Next came anger. Snide remarks made. Glances shared. Nothing intentionally malicious at first, just a natural response to the lack of forgiveness for the sins they had committed. The inflictor always thinks they get to choose how quickly the inflicted heals.

The days passed that way. I walked too slowly for their liking, but I would go no faster. It did not matter if they pushed, pulled, threatened, or encouraged. I was in a mental haze that could not be spurned. My internal warring of emotions was a fray that they simply could not enter. Eventually, they got used to it. We walked the long road to Fymdell together. I was like a Husk. I said nothing. Did nothing.

Until the last day.

-

“We’ll be there tomorrow,” Hazel informed me.

I was lying with my back to the fire, away from the party. Her presence felt motherly in that moment. The hand on the shoulder, the quiet, caring tone. Empathetic, but realistic.

I shrugged her hand off.

“I know,” she said, before returning to the fire.

The three of them theorized how bad Fymdell had gotten. Throughout the march, my mental fugue would occasionally break and my ability to listen in would come down like sun peeking through clouds. I’d hear rumblings about curfews, restrictions, searches, and martial law. With how long the return had taken—and the fact that things were getting worse by the day—they feared for the capital.

I was glad for it. If I was to be unhappy, they could be as well. Not just the Vanguards either. All of them. From the lowest vagrant to the Archon himself. Fuck ’em, they deserved what they got, and if they didn’t, fuck ’em anyway.

I fell asleep and dreamed about Annina, Noah, Gella, and Judith. Just as I had every night on the long journey. In some dreams, I was a visitor who could only watch from outside as they sat by a fire; in others, they ridiculed me and poked me with tortuous instruments. Twice, I was their murderer. Both times it ended with me stained red, standing in the middle of their kitchen and atop a pile of blood, viscera, and corpses; both times I killed myself to join them.

Tonight was the one time the dream was happy. Annina, Gella, and I ran through rows of pale pink and bright green flowers. The sky was an endless blue, and in the shade of a large oak tree, Judith and Noah toasted us with glasses that dripped condensation. A place like that could never have existed near Corvound, but it was a happy thought of a safe place. A haven. A paradise.

A place that had been robbed from me.

I woke with a start. My dream faded quickly as I tried and failed to hold it close to me. As it escaped, hate boiled back up. Active wrath instead of resigned anger.

Eran slept easily on his back, his neck exposed.

I had to resist the urge to growl and snarl as I slowly crept to my feet. Next, I took out my sword. Agonizingly slow while checking to make sure none awoke. They had no reason to, but paranoia is an unfaithful mistress. Deceitful whispers played in my ear and made me question every moment. I almost jumped when I imagined Hazel awake and staring at me, but I made it.

Once the sword was released from the prison of its scabbard, I crouched and made my way over to him.

Moonlight reflected off the blade. My wrongdoing illuminated by silvery-white light. Reign was dead, so the moon was more righteous than the sun anyway.

Power can make anything right.

I made it to him silently. Juck had stirred once and my heart had nearly stopped when he did, but I had made it. Eran’s neck was wide open, ready for the taking. Pale flesh, unguarded. A sure, silent death.

My liuyedao was inches away from his neck when he woke up.

His eyes opened to their full extent. I brought my sword down and sawed at his exposed tendons just a moment too late. I cut nothing as he rolled away. Still crouched, I stabbed at him, trying to skewer him through the neck. He barely dodged that one as well.

I knew what was coming next. Still lying on the ground, he put his weight onto his shoulders before propelling himself forward. Both of his feet connected into the side of my face and I flew away. I didn’t even manage to hold on to the sword.

Dazed, I tried to clamber back to standing. I’d already lost. The fight had fled from me and I resumed my deadend, Husk-esque state.

To my surprise, Eran didn’t rush or beat me. No humiliation came. No pain. He simply remained lying on the ground, his fingers interlocked behind his head in a makeshift pillow and his eyes already close to shutting.

“This isn’t like the old Redlin,” he said into the night.

“No, the old Redlin would have killed you,” Hazel answered sleepily.

“Tried and failed twice on this journey alone. Sad sight to see, really.”

“Quit goading him. Maybe he’ll get lucky on the next try.”

“He’s going to need a lot more than luck.”

They continued talking as I tuned them out and began to return to where I’d been sleeping. The chains of my situation had wrapped around me again. Anger cooled like a hot sword plunged into dark waters. The old Redlin would have at least kept trying until being made to stop, but I didn’t have it in me. My rage burned hot, but it did not burn nearly as long.

“Not even going to pick up your sword?” Eran asked. “What has the world come to?”

I listened to the call of my master. It lay a few mere feet from him. His hands were behind his head still, his eyes fully shut, and all his vital spots were visible. I ignored it like the handmaiden ignores her mistress’ jewels. Easy things to covet, but going for them spells the end.

My reflection in the moonlit blade was nothing positive, so I will spare you and say that I fell asleep far too easily and with far too little pride.


Chapter 76 - Reunions

“Put this on.” Eran shoved a grey cloak at me. “Keep your head down and your hood up. If anyone sees you, we’ll have to say that we caught you and are arranging your execution.”

I did as he instructed. A few minutes later and Fymdell was in view.

It looked far different from the first time I had laid eyes on it.

Juck, Rohan, and I had been traveling with Asher from Eilen. Mere kids, really. Optimistic and full of vigor back then. Determined to be heroes. Now one was dead and another the most reviled man in the country.

Not the best recruits.

The city itself seemed to reflect the integrity of that choice. A haze had settled over it. Even though it was daytime and the city was surrounded by moving water, it just looked dirty. Weapons manufacturing will do that; war will do that. Violence and beauty are two things that rarely go hand in hand.

On top of the quality of the air, large red banners had been put up on those beautiful walls. The crown’s war flag. It was the Archon’s attempt at projecting strength, but I saw it as empty bluster. I wonder if everyone else saw it that way too.

“Yeah, looks like shit now, I have to agree,” Hazel responded to my unvoiced thoughts.

“You’d be shocked how many people blame you,” Eran said.

“Maybe they should,” I whispered.

Eran raised an eyebrow. “Well, there’s the melancholic Redlin I used to know.”

I hated myself for the honest chuckle it drew from me.

As we walked onto the bridge, I noticed the improvement in barricades. While entry to Fymdell has always been intimidating—especially for those who are unwanted—it was now ready for defense from a full invasion. Only the invited or the truly overwhelming could get in here.

“Fuck off and open it!” Eran shouted at the gate workers.

It took a minute before the screeching sound of gears started. Slowly, heavy wood lifted while metal protested. As the gate opened, eight soldiers rushed forward, spears pointed at us. I had kept my head down and cowl up, and still, I’d been recognized instantly. Eight spearmen, here to take me into their custody.

“Yes, yes, a mighty impressive display, Peloquin. Now fuck off and let us inside, will you?” Eran said, indicating that this was far from the first time he’d been greeted this way.

“Let me see the pins,” Peloquin commanded.

“Really? Even though we’ve done this a hundred times by now?”

“Security is tight these days.”

“Unless you’re a pretty girl willing to suck your way through.”

“Or a fat merchant with greasy palms and greasier coins,” Peloquin added. “But you don’t look like either, so let me see the pins.”

Eran rolled his eyes and presented his.

“Yes, all in order,” Peloquin said.

“As it has been the last hundred times.”

“Just so!” Peloquin handed the pin back. “And who are you bringing in?”

“A prisoner.”

“Name?”

“Imperial Business. First and last.”

“Strange name,” Peloquin commented.

“Parents were odd ducks, as I understand it.”

“So funny that you mention parents. Mine are named Coin and Silver, did you know that?”

“Mine are named Dagger and Claw,” Hazel replied. “Maybe we could have them meet.”

“Won’t be necessary this time,” Peloquin said. He tried to peer under my hood when Juck stepped in his way. Peloquin was a tall man, well built and with the loyalty of his underlings—despite his clear villainy—but Juck stood toe-to-toe with him. The Vanguard removed his scarf to show off his scar.

“Enjoy your stay in the most luxurious city in the world, imperial Business,” Peloquin said as he instantly folded to Juck’s might.

The gates groaned closed as we walked into the grand capital of Usmal.

-

Head down, cowl raised, and sticking to alleyways and shadows, the walk to the Vanguard compound was a long one.

I did not get to see much of the city itself in that initial entrance, but it was clear how different it was. Before, it had babbled with the frivolities of life: children laughing, women singing for coin, pastries and smoked meats providing an aroma of delicacy and luxury. Now it was replaced with men swearing, the ringing of hammer on metal, and the smell of tanning leathers.

It was a small comfort to me.

I had grown up in the north. Pies and lemon squares were foreign to me before seeing Fymdell. I’d traded one hardship for another as I moved from home to Eilen, and pastries had not been a part of either. The fattening of slothful citizens whose only motive appeared to be to acquire coin had served as a bit of whiplash. Now that the strength of arm and strength of iron were becoming the two most valued things in the city, I could finally respect the citizenry a bit.

“Reminds me of Eilen,” I said to Juck as he walked up beside me.

Juck nodded. His head went back and forth more than a few times in small motions, a way of expressing sad agreement. He had learned to express so much with so little.

The interaction on the bridge I thought was going to be our only notable stop on the way, but right as we made it to the Vanguard building, I was proven wrong. Men like Peloquin are everywhere, but what I was to come face-to-face with was something I had never seen before, despite the fact that it was everywhere as well.

My wanted poster.

I laughed bitterly. Gently taking it off the wall it was posted on, I held it up to the sun to get a better look.

“All my life I wanted to be well known,” I commented.

“I warned you that you were,” Eran replied. “How does it feel to have your mission accomplished?”

I said nothing, so enamored was I by the poster. It was interesting seeing the sharp angles, high cheekbones, my long black hair and black eyes. I’d like to say it was played up to make me look like a classic villain, but, well, you’ve seen me. You know what I describe is accurate.

While my own visage stirred some feeling of surprise within me, what was more shocking was seeing it spelled out.

Redlin of the Wolves, former Vanguard and Herald of Samira, wanted by the Archon for the crime of slaying the Seraph and collusion to slander the Archon’s name.

“Slander?” I asked.

Hazel would have answered more delicately if Eran hadn’t opened his mouth, but he was about to twist the knife and she knew to rush the answer.

“The story that the Archon is telling is that you and Samira conspired to frame the Archon for Reign’s demise,” she said plainly.

“Oh,” I whispered. I felt more sure than ever that I was walking into a trap. I’d be put to questions and beaten until they got the answers they wanted. Probably beaten some more for the fun of it. After that, I’d be led to the noose with a gag and a blindfold, lest anyone see the truth written across me.

Eran pulled a copy of the same wanted poster, unfurled it, and held it up to me. “Not bad artistry.” He put it away. “Still, no one believes the Archon. Most common story is that the Vanguards and the Archon were in bed together, trying to sire a land under their rule. Now that the affair has come out, and only the fools believe what is written.”

“Maybe Asher was right to try to kill me. A corpse wouldn’t be able to refute the lie the Archon is promoting.”

“Maybe, but you won’t either, will you, Redlin?”

It was an older, cynical voice. One lacquered with a layer of alcohol. Professional, but tired.

Asher.

“Come inside,” he said. “We have a lot to discuss.”


Chapter 77 - Father and Son

I sat across from him. His pale blonde hair had grown a few greys in the months that I was away, but his blue eyes remained clever as a fox’s—despite the growing toll his alcohol consumption had taken on him. It wasn’t an easy thing to spot, but a thief recognizes a fellow thief.

“Drink?” he asked.

“If you’re offering.”

An odd way to skirt about our last interaction where he had tried to kill me after I taunted him about his dead son, but men have never been good at expressing their emotions. Instead, we downed the drink he poured. Snow wine, one of my favorites. A thoughtful gesture.

“You look like shit,” he said.

“Same to you.”

“Yeah, well.” He poured another. “Nature of the business. Where have you been?”

I held out my glass for a second pour. He obliged. “Nowhere important.”

“Suppose so. We’ve been looking for you all over.”

“And you’ve found me.” I drank deep. Too quickly for my tolerance that had reduced while in Corvound, but gods it was nice. The burning on my tongue and dulling of the pain inside me was second only to the rush of killing, and this was a far cheaper pleasure.

“The question is: what do we do with you?”

“Cade wanted me.”

“Cade doesn’t know you’re here. We could just as easily kill you and keep him in the dark.”

“If you want me to beg for my life—”

“I want you to sell me on your value,” he interrupted. “Not beg, just show me why we’re better off leaving you alive than dead.”

“I have nothing to give. I’m slow and weak. Out of practice at a time where you need hyperefficient killers. My Aether reserves are not even a fifth of what I had starting off. I tried to kill Eran twice on the way here. I hate my life, and I hate you all. There is no reason for us to go through this charade, so why don’t we just get this over with?”

Asher chuckled and rubbed snow wine off his top lip. “Hazel warned me you were pissed.”

“‘Pissed’ doesn’t begin to cover it.”

“I know.”

“You don’t.”

Asher polished off his drink. “Another?”

I reluctantly, angrily, put the glass on the table. He filled it without reacting to my petulance. When both were poured, he clinked mine, despite me not holding it. Asher stood up and faced the window. Towards the sun, and away from me.

“You know I lost my son.” He took a sip. Slower this time. Savoring it. “His mother killed herself a while back. Truth be told, he was always a mommy’s boy. When she did what she did, he saw it as a betrayal. Death is one thing, but she had chosen to leave him behind. So, he wanted to be like me. I tried to tell him that he shouldn’t want that, but I’ve never been good at honest, vulnerable communication, so I failed. He followed in the bitter, broken footsteps of his old man, thinking that I was strong and immune to pain. He wanted to be like the image I portrayed myself as.

“If I had shown him how much it all hurt, he’d still be alive.”

The sun began to set, and through the smoggy air of Fymdell, the embers of sage still burned like stars in the night sky. Obscured, maybe, but their orange glow was scattered plentifully and they shined on regardless of who saw or what tried to diminish them.

“You remind me of him. Headstrong. Good leaders. An abundance of intelligence and a dearth of wisdom. Excellent fighters. The capability to be great men, but not the patience. He’d have approved of your slaying of Kaeso and condemned my perceived inaction in the matter. I wish he were here to speak up for you, after everything happened.”

“‘Perceived’, is it?”

He sighed. “Yes, Redlin. Perceived. I know you think little of me, but if you truly think I was doing nothing to stop Kaeso, you have misjudged me entirely. The Archon and I were playing in the court of shadows. Bribes, blackmail, the works. Subtlety, for this was a game of propaganda and public opinion. Then you marched in and made it a game of swords.”

“You could have told me,” I said.

“I wanted to. Part of the problem was, frankly, you were slipping. You were so eager to confront the man you became someone who shouted against him, and the Archon and I needed someone who could whisper.

“Worse, too, is your connection to Samira. She’s aligned with Kaeso, and you were perceived as aligned with her. We couldn’t let you in on a conspiracy when you had been courted by the other side.”

I took in the words, eager to dispel them at first, then shrugged in resigned acceptance. If Asher had leveled the same amount of reasons against someone else, I’d have agreed with him wholeheartedly.

We let silence come in as we drank.

“I’d have liked to meet him,” I said, finally breaking the silence as I referred to Dorian.

“That would have been the death of me. One of you was too much for me to manage; the two of you combined would have put me in the grave before your first mission was over.”

“Then I really would have liked to have met him.”

Asher chuckled, the exhale rippling the content of his drink. “Yeah, he would have said something similar.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I sipped my own drink.

“All this to say … if you think you’re the only one who’s lost everything, you’re wrong.” Asher held up a finger to interrupt the tirade I was about to unleash. “I know how me saying that as someone who helped take those things away from you comes across. Believe me, I get it. Cyn’se said the exact same words to me after I lost Dorian. At the time, I blamed the Vanguards themselves for his death, so I nearly killed her then and there. Doesn’t change the fact she was right.”

“Why are you telling me this?” I asked in the mixture of confusion and anger that only a hurt, drunk man can find.

Asher shrugged, drank, and turned away from the sun to face me. “Partly because you remind me of him, partly because, despite how royally you’ve fucked us, and our last interaction, I still ... You have so much potential, Redlin—all it needs is to be actualized.”

“Bit too late for that, isn’t it? The Vanguards can’t take me back after all this, the Archon has laid the blame at my feet, and the Pantheon won’t take me in after I betrayed Samira. I’m nothing but a criminal, disdained by all.”

“Melodramatic as usual, but close enough to the truth. You’re right that all three factions want nothing to do with you. Why Samira hasn’t killed you to open up another Herald spot, I do not know, but I’m guessing that relationship has soured.”

“She sent a flock of hawks to hunt me,” I said.

“Just the one? And not a barrage of lightning bolts you couldn’t hope to dodge? No, there’s a reason she hasn’t killed you, and before you leave you need to talk to Shur about that.”

“Before I leave?”

“I’m not going to have you killed, if that’s what you thought.” He sat down in front of me and began to go over reports. “We can’t have you back, and you won’t be Cade’s guardian. Still, I believe you have a role to play in all of this.”

“Superstitious instead of pragmatic. These events truly have taken a toll on you,” I said.

“Let’s call it sentiment and wisdom.”

“Last time we spoke, you were trying to kill me.”

“Nostalgia is a tricky thing, isn’t it?” he said. “But you’re here now and we’re not trying to kill each other, so that’s not nothing.”

“So that’s it? I’m free to go?”

“Well, get spotted in Fymdell and we’ll have to hunt you.” He finished his drink and placed it a mite too firmly, a sign that drink was taking its toll. Maybe this conversation had been harder for him than I realized. “But here’s the thing, Redlin. The crown and the Pantheon are going to war. On top of that, your actions have placed the Vanguards on the side of the crown, and now that I’ve had some time to accept it, it’s not the worst thing in the world. We are supposed to be the arbiters of justice, and this war is far from over.

“When we march to war, you won’t march with us; when you die, you won’t be remembered as one of us. But, I think on the list of names that you hate, the gods themselves rank the highest. When the blood begins to flow and the bodies begin to mount, I hope you know who truly made your life hell, and pay them back tenfold.”

I left without words, leaving only an empty glass.


Chapter 78 - Conspiracies

I ended up in the hall of paintings.

Jaeger, Castell, Wheldon. Visages of the truly powerful and impactful.

So many heroes. So many villains. They’d told me that some were simply killers with good public image, but it was impossible to tell which was which. Most of them were somewhere in the middle. People always are.

Regardless of their heroism or infamy, they’d been wise enough to play the political game of reputation, and now they had paintings.

Slightly drunk and very tired, I sat down and played with the wanted poster tucked into my pocket. I supposed that I did as well.

“Got a favorite?” Cyn’se asked. She had as silent a footstep as ever.

“Was always drawn to Rake,” I answered.

“That’s a good one. Savine was one of mine.”

Savine was a painting of a striking young woman with black hair and hungry eyes. The gold of her background should have made her look luxurious, but instead it invoked feelings of cold emptiness. I wondered if that was intentional or not.

“She looks hard-hearted,” I said noncommittally.

“A good eye. Most stories about her talk about her generosity to children and how she did the things that needed doing. They paint her as a tragic figure. Bound by fate and ideals. Truth be told, you don’t get in a position like hers without wanting it.”

“Ambition leads us to strange places.”

“But it does lead,” she said. She sat back, resting on her hands. “So, you’re back?”

“No.”

She nodded. “That’s for the best. I like you, but you’re a huge pain in the ass.”

I snorted. “Same to you.”

“I am still glad to see you.”

“Doubly so that I’m not staying?”

“Oh, triply.”

“You always were honest.”

“No, I’m just like Savine. I tell the truth when I can and lie through my teeth when the situation requires. Hard truths and easy lies.”

“You never lied to me.”

“I just said that I was glad to see you.”

“Wouldn’t call this situation one that requires anything.”

“Ah, got too many regrets as is. This is the last time we’ll talk. Wouldn’t do to insult you here—I don’t need you haunting me after your death.”

I chuckled, unsure if she was joking or not. “You talk like it’s a sure thing.”

Cyn’se turned to me with sadness in her eyes. “Oh, Redlin. There’s a way the suicidal move. A slowness in everything they do and say. You have it.”

“You weren’t kidding about hard truths.”

“Nor was I kidding about regrets. But enough about me. I believe Shur is waiting for you in the basement.”

I rose and felt the eyes of the paintings on me. A ghostly warning.

“Take care of yourself,” I said to her.

“You as well.”

She wanted to say more, but I was already gone.

-

There’s an assassination strategy called the Leorso. To start, you bait the target into going to the kill spot. You want them to be unalert, unguarded, and unprepared; you want the kill spot to be somewhere dark, soundproofed, and with very little foot traffic.

The basement checked all of the boxes.

If they wanted me dead, they could have it—and however they wanted it. Not even when my father had abandoned me had I been so ready for death. Besides, I owed it to Annina, Noah, Judith, Gella, Rohan, Gare, Nu’uk, Yuna … and so many others.

Standing in front of the basement door, my hand hovered over the handle. But it did not shake.

I chose death and stepped inside.

“Redlin, my boy!” Shur said in his cheery voice.

I sighed as I realized my paranoia was unfounded. But still, it was good to see the old man.

“Shur,” I said as warmly as my depression would allow, “it’s good to hear your voice.”

“You’ve been busy!”

I came down the stairs expecting to see him twiddling with some invention or smiling with his arms opened wide. Instead, a single torch burned, two glass vials and a sheet of vellum lay on the table in front of him, and he held up a note.

They’re listening, it read.

My paranoia pinged once more. I was ready for my own death, but not for Shur’s—and not like this.

“Less busy than you’d think,” I said after a moment’s hesitation. I hoped they hadn’t found the delay odd.

“Well, I hope you enjoyed the respite, as life seems rather frantic these days.”

Take items. Letter inside.

“Maybe for you all. I’m not wanted here.” I strode across the room and took the items. Picking them up filled me with fear.

“Neither am I, but that’s the difference between wanted and needed.”

Do not open letter here. Wait until dark and alone.

I kept staring at it. “Asher said you wanted to see me.”

“I’ve been thinking on the nature of your status of Herald and what it means. Do you remember the contract you signed with Samira?”

“Well enough. It was rather vague; all she said was that she would give me power and I would herald her arrival.”

“And I suppose you did.” His demeanor changed into the relaxed, loose professor who couldn’t be bothered by earthly details. The real him.

“Not the way she wanted,” I replied. “She sent a series of falcons to harry me.”

“But you still stand. Truth be told, I don’t think she’s allowed to kill you.”

“Allowed?”

“You signed a contract with her. There are things that bind even gods.”

“Like what?” I asked.

He shrugged. “I am no god, nor am I beyond. The nature of the universe will remain a mystery until the ashes of man have all blown away and there are no more shadows upon time.”

“Even if you’re right—which I doubt, given what happened to Reign—I don’t see how that helps our cause much.”

“‘Our’?” he questioned. I swore, and he continued. “But it was just a passing theory, nothing more. Truthfully, I just wanted to get eyes on you. You’re one of my most prodigious students. I’ve had many die over the course of my years, but the idea of you dying upsets me more than it does for most.”

I smiled softly. “If I’m one of your best, the Vanguards must have been riding a dying reputation for quite some time.”

“All groups do. It takes greatness to form a group, but once that group is formed, its ideals must be followed, even in a time and place where the ideals no longer make sense. Roth—one of our founders—would carry nothing but disdain for the way we operate, even though we take influence from him. Dead heroes are idols, and idols are static. The modern day is far more complicated.”

“The common people like to follow in the steps of a good man who always walks forward, instead of a wanderer who goes side to side,” I agreed.

“The wanderer is the one who finds new things.” He sighed deeply. “And yet, the people like who they like.”

“I did miss our conversations,” I said.

“I did as well.” His sharpness returned, just for a moment, as he looked to my pocket where I had stashed his components. “But, I shouldn’t hold you. I do hope we will meet again, but if not, walk with Reign.”

The ending phrase struck me as odd, but I nodded like he had said something profound. It wouldn’t be until far later in life that I realized he had.


Chapter 79 - Emboldened Children

As I opened the door out of the basement, Asher was waiting for me. He stood slightly hunched in anticipation. An apparition from a horror story.

“That was quick,” he commented.

“Shur takes as much—or as little—time as he needs,” I replied. The items he had given to me felt weighty, as if they would sag down my cloak and burn a hole through the pocket.

“And rarely is it that he speaks straightforwardly. What did he want from you?”

There it was. The test.

“Just wanted to confirm a theory about Heralds and their nature. He thinks that Samira isn’t allowed to kill me. Good for you that you didn’t do it in the forest, then.”

He nodded. My words were true enough and matched the overheard conversation. “So, what next for Redlin of the Wolves?”

The buzz I had acquired in Asher’s office was fading. Leaving me, like everything else. “I guess I’m going to get another drink. After that, who knows. Maybe I’ll just try to side with the winner of this war.”

“The church surely won’t take you back.”

“Oddly unforgiving lot, them.”

“I’ll be sure to send them a note.”

“That’s kinder than the message I gave them.”

He chuckled, then held his forearm out. I shook it, despite all that had happened between us. Maybe it was the drink, maybe it was losing everything, but he was so solid and so real that it was a comfort. Almost like a father’s handshake.

“Take care of yourself. I think we will meet again one day, Redlin. And don’t get caught in the city.”

My feelings of warmth dissipated easily as I realized the futility of it all. They had taken my new life away for no purpose whatsoever. The mission to reclaim me had been only for a quick reunion, not even an attempt at continued service. I wasn’t even to see Cade.

It was all pointless.

The realization sobered me instantly, so I broke the grip suddenly and set on a quest for oblivion in an alleyway. My only comfort.

-

I pilfered a full bottle of clear spirits. My skills had declined, but not to the extent that anyone had seen me do it. Not even the Vanguard tailing me.

That bottle was as clear as the liquor inside of it, except for the black label that read Ku’s and had a forest behind the name. A true friend, one that offered me counsel when I asked and was silent when not. Careful to keep my cowl low as I drank, I made my way through the few citizens who still walked the street this late.

The increase in tension I’d noted in Fymdell had grown as the sun went down. Guards wearing the Archon’s emblem walked by with the inquiring glances of bullies. Stores closed early, and the preaching of Reign’s Medians was entirely absent. It was like I was walking through a bubble that begged to burst—a pressure inside it so intense that it made the air thick.

I drank deep once more. Fuck ’em.

As I made my way through the city, walking more out of habit than anything else, I caught the eye of a pair of guards. They stared at me, talking amongst themselves, and took me for either an easy mark or someone they simply didn’t like the look of. Power frequently brings the worst out in people.

I stared them down.

It was reckless, churlish, and bordered on suicidal. I didn’t care. I needed it. Needed to show some sort of defiance, of backbone. They would die if they pushed the issue—and I was sure to be caught and killed shortly after—but my heart stirred as they stopped to stare. It was like an addict seeing their vice for the first time in a long time. I hadn’t gone out of my way to seek violence, but if it found me, I would find solace in its depravity. Warmth in its fire.

Hands to their cudgels, they began their approach.

I set my feet in a swordsman’s pose. My liuyedao was under my cloak, its weight a comfort and its whispering voice an eager friend. We were ready for all of it. Maybe I could kill both and get away, or maybe I’d just keep killing until they ran out of guards or I died.

An unseen man pushed me into an alley.

His blow had been sudden and in my blindspot. My feet had been set for the guards, not for the new assaulter. I tried to rear and pull a blade, so desperate I was for the fight, but he held me tight.

“Stay there,” he growled at me. I recognized the voice, but couldn’t place it. The need to know convinced me to stay still as he left the alley and talked to the guards. They spoke in low voices and coin.

My assailant came back with the demeanor of a man who takes himself too seriously. I had started to think it was him, but the sight of his big, burly mustache confirmed it.

“Moulder,” I greeted Cade’s most loyal servant.

“Redlin. Still picking fights?”

“Life seems to pick its fights with me,” I said. I reached out for a hand up, somewhat sarcastically, but he hoisted me up without complaint. In fact, he did it quite readily, despite how frostily our relationship had started.

“I’m sure. That one was going to be life’s fault as well?”

“In a way. Were you the one who was following me?”

The smallest smirk appeared under his mustache. “Aye. I’m not as good at it as I used to be.”

“I’m not as good at recognizing it. I thought you were a Vanguard.”

“That’s high praise.”

“No, it is not.”

“So the news is true. All had heard that you’d been kicked out, but when I saw you leaving the compound—alive—I thought they had decided to retain your services in shadow.”

“Just how long have you been following me?”

“Ever since Peloquin spotted you.”

I found myself smiling at that. So many layers, so many lies. Each person held a string and was convinced they were the only one to do so. How different everything could have been in a more honest world.

“Yeah, that was Cade’s reaction too,” Moulder said.

“How is the prince?” I inquired.

“Doing his best to keep a smile on, although he doesn’t feel it.”

A far more candid answer than I had expected from the stiff Moulder. All I could do was nod at it, as if I understood. I’ve always worn a frown.

“Are you here to escort, assassinate, or merely watch?” I asked.

“Escort. If I wanted you dead, I wouldn’t have saved you just now.”

“I could have taken them.”

“Them, yes. But I saw you, and I saw your intent. You are not the first I’ve seen try to commit suicide by officer.” He rubbed a scar on his thumb, as if he were reliving a memory.

“That was not my goal.”

Moulder did not say anything to that, even though we both knew I lied.

“Regardless,” he said, trying to clear the melancholic air, “I am here to take you to the crown prince, son of the Archon, and survivor of Reapers. Cade Sinclair.”

“Lead on.”

-

Cade Sinclair is an interesting man.

He’s someone who took his first steps in gilded halls with silver shoes. His companions were maids, butlers, chefs, tutors, and ass-kissers. He never tasted cow milk, only the milk of big-titted virgins with fair hair and a pure aura. Dirt was never seen, nor was roughhousing, foul language, or anything unbecoming of a proper lord. Poverty was incomprehensible, hunger an impossibility.

And there he sat, in a private room in a dingy bar in Lower City, blending in like the ugliest cutthroat.

I sat down across from him with my head bowed. As formal a recognition I could risk in a place and time where anonymity was at a premium.

“Cade,” I said in a low voice. “Not quite the—”

He held up a finger for silence. I complied. At first, I thought I had offended him somehow, so sudden was his gesture. Then I looked, and saw he was crying.

“You have saved my life thrice now,” he started in a clear voice, despite his tears. “Once against assassins, once against Reapers, and once against the Seraph himself. Time and again you stood for me. Put yourself in harm’s way. Killed. Sacrificed. Gave up your name and station. I will see you repaid, my friend. This, I swear.”

The openness of gratitude shook me. I wasn’t on the shifting sands of rage and loss; I was freefalling through the skies of the new.

“That’s the job,” I said lamely.

He shook his head. “No. Gods, no. It’s not, and if it is, jobs like these should be disbanded.” He chuckled a choked laugh before somberness returned to him. “I thought you were dead.”

“Only wishing for it.” Half a joke.

Cade snorted in the agreement of commiseration. “Hard world these days.”

“Always is.”

He shook his head again. “Not like this. The deities and their Listeners have formally declared war. The Listeners are under lock and key, the cathedral shut down, and yet … and yet, we receive troubling reports. The outside news was expected—the military schools gearing for war and mercenaries being called in—but the news inside the city worries me.”

“Like what?”

“Bribes, threats, and blackmail offered to imperial guardians. Daily assassination attempts. Propaganda, which is one of the ones I’m most worried about. The people—” He stopped suddenly and looked up. “I’m sorry, Redlin. I wanted to see you and express how sorry I was that you suffered on my behalf. Try to make things right. And here I am, laying my burdens down on you. Tell me, where have you been?”

I did not know how to say what had happened to me. But Cade was my counterpart, so I figured I could start with the truth.

“I was in a town called Corvound. A family took me in as their own. I was a son, a brother, a father, and a lover, all at once. It wasn’t glamorous, nor was it something that will delight the history books, but I was happy. It was what I needed.”

And you stole it from me.

Despite what he had cost me, I could not say it. Could not hate the man. We were opposites, and yet, we were kindred spirits. Two sides of the same coin. The black fish and the white fish that circle each other for all time.

I told myself that it was not his fault. As I reflect, I know that I would not have said that about anybody else. I had tried to assassinate Eran twice, who was ultimately merely a tool of Cade’s will. It was like blaming the poison instead of the poisoner.

And yet … I could not hate him.

“They sound like they were lovely people,” he said gently.

“I did not deserve them.” A shield of honesty that I hid my pain behind.

“Now that, I do not believe. You are as loyal and as fierce as they come.”

I did not contest the lie.

As silence began to drift on the conversation like snow—mine melancholic and his patient—Cade cleared his throat.

“I must confess, Redlin, that I was curious if you’re available for hire.”

“Not up to much these days.” I took a swig from the bottle I had stolen earlier. He silently asked for one as well. I gave it to him, interested to see if he’d drink or merely pretend. Assassination targets are usually wise enough to avoid drinks from questionable places.

He drank long and deep before handing it back.

“The debt I owe to you grows larger,” he said.

“It cost me nothing. Stolen, actually.”

Cade laughed at that. Far too noble, proud, and honest for a place like this, but it was good to hear. I was laughing with him, just as honest.

His mirth stopped as he examined the room. We were alone, and I was sure the room, building, and neighborhood had been scouted and vetted, yet he peered in the shadows and examined the walls. Looking for spies. Whatever he was to say had him on edge.

“There are those amongst us who agreed with you before, and agree with you now. Asher and my father are both capable, wise men, but they are old. They’ve grown conservative. The seeds of war are being planted across the nation, and all they do is prune the thorns instead of remove the roots. Defensive, and not nothing, but not enough.”

“Maybe they are right to do so. I thought like you did, once. Now I have nothing.”

“‘Thought’?” he questioned. “No more?”

“I don’t think of it as my war anymore. I am unwanted by the Pantheon, the crown, and the Vanguards. I have no stakes. No friends. No interest.” I drank from the bottle once more. “Truthfully, I think … I think I’m done. I’ve gained everything, lost it, gained it again, and lost it once more. If that’s what life has to offer, then I see no value in it, which means I see no value in defending it.”

“That’s pathetic,” he said simply.

Those words instilled a spark in me. Just a mote, but that’s all an explosive needs.

“Excuse me?”.

“I said that’s pathetic. The puppet masters pulled strings and you slashed out at them. Now you’re happy to be discarded, even if other puppets are forced to dance along to their macabre tune. Did you say an oath when you joined the Vanguards?”

The question was asked with imperial weight. The Cade that I knew—my brother and kindred spirit—was still buried deep behind that mask, but I could not see the friend. This was the commander, the Archon’s son, the high prince and the one who had been bred, born, and raised to lead a country.

“I did,” I answered.

“What was it?”

“Does it matter now? They tried to kill me, stripped me of my titles.”

“If all you needed was them to release you from the oath, I question the value it had to begin with.”

“Fuck you,” I said, adding a pause between each word. He seemed unimpressed. “Was all of that a ruse before? ‘Oh, I’m so sorry, Redlin, it’s all my fault, Redlin.’ What sort of game are you playing?”

“No games, no tricks. All I can do is be honest with you. If you want to go off and die, no one can stop you.”

“All I wanted was to be left alone! You brought me back here, and now you insult me.”

“I looked up to you.” He said the words softly. Like a poem. “We’re about the same age, but you … you came from nothing. Made a name for yourself. Led with confidence, struck with fury. Like you’re out of some fucking fairytale. When you were in a room with Kaeso, Asher, and my father, you didn’t preen or back down. You stood up for what was right. Challenged them to their faces! The worst thing I ever said to my father was ‘No’ instead of ‘No, sir’, and you may as well have told him to go fuck himself.

“I remember the first time I saw you. At the Tribunal. You had gotten into a fight with your companion—something about a woman—and made a spectacle of yourself. People gossiped about it for weeks, but I saw you. You were no mere passing force; you were a hurricane’s fury. Reckless and violent, sure, but driven! Passionate! Going where you needed to, standing up to anyone with only the integrity of your backbone. So forgive me my disappointment when I find you defeated by time and loss.”

I slid the bottle across the table at him. Fast. He barely caught it as it slipped off the table.

“You talk like a boy who believes in fantasies.”

“Maybe I do.” He drank and slammed the bottle on the table. “Maybe I found myself hoping to see something fantastical.”

“I’m out of miracles.”

“They’ll be disappointed to hear that.” Since I made no move for the bottle, he slid it back across the table. I caught it as it threatened to veer off the edge.

“‘They’?”

“Like I said, there are those who disagree with this conservative approach. I know that my father had nothing to do with the death of Reign, and I won’t sit idly by while they coat themselves in an armor of grief from a loss that they created.”

“And what’s your goal?”

“I’m not so idealistic to sit here and say my intentions are utterly pure. Yes, if we end the war, lives will be saved, and I do value that. Truly. But part of me wants revenge.”

“Revenge? What happened to you, Cade?”

“Nothing happened to me. Since the day I was born, people have wanted to kill me. Assassins are nothing new, death threats and love letters hold the same value to me. What I can’t abide is what’s happened to the nation. What’s happened to Reign. What’s happened to my father.”

“And revenge will make it better?”

“Maybe not, but it has to be better than sitting around and hoping it blows over. Wasn’t that the attitude you critiqued?”

“I’m not a role model.”

He shrugged in disagreement.

I stood. “I’m not, Cade. You’re my friend and I respect you because you’re better than me. If you try to become me, you do a disservice not only to the both of us, but to the world itself.”

I left him and his schemes in that bar. The things he planned—the things that I am frequently blamed for—could have been brought in an entirely different direction. But they weren’t, and here we are.


Chapter 80 - The Letter

Drunk, numb, and overwhelmed with seeing the ghosts of my past, I headed into an alleyway to sleep. Civilization tells us that walls and buildings are what make us better than animals in the forest, but I felt a far greater shame sleeping in the street than I did sleeping in the forest. There’s an innate sense of worthlessness in it. You can blame it on the material—circumstances, money, resources—but when you’re fighting off the chill and reacting to each noise, that feeling of worthlessness inevitably creeps in. A slow thing, but a sure one.

Worse, it’s a cycle that feeds into itself. Sleep deprivation, hunger, and hygiene concerns all only get more drastic, and all impact the mental qualifications needed to claw your way out of that miserable hole. Homelessness leaves its mark on you, and each night the mark spreads.

Those concerns were beyond me at the time. The threat of destitution seems infinitely smaller when you’re suicidal.

Liquor coaxed me into a hazy, fitful sleep. Sometimes I had fragments of dreams of fighting Noah, others I had memories of Mika and me on the rooftop. They battled against each other for the stage of my subconsciousness, but both ended with me desperately trying to cling on to them.

The final time I awoke, I felt guilt at not dreaming of Annina. Far from my worst crime—and my most pressing issue—but life is a tricky thing. My second most pressing concern was that the bottle I had pilfered yesterday was empty.

Sluggish, hungover, in despair, I made my way through the city as the sun rose in a grey sky.

-

Cries of “Thief!” followed me as I ran through street after street with my bottles. Running with both was awkward, especially cowled and in a cloak, but I could leave neither the liquor nor the disguise. The only choice I had was to run or fight. An easy decision for the hungover. I’ve always been a talented runner and a lifetime of fitness eventually got me far enough to outpace the cries. Security was heightened inside the city, but not for crimes like these.

For extra peace of mind, I made my way up to the rooftop. I toasted the sun and relished the chill that went down my spine.

I spent an hour or two like that. Thoughts weighed on me like a blanket; the spirits acted as a balloon to keep it from crushing me. The only thing that would have made it better was a book. I wasn’t sure if I had it in me to steal one of those.

I shifted and jolted in shock as I recalled the instruments I had taken from Shur.

Looking over my shoulder and all around, I slowly pulled the items out.

First was a black substance with consistency like ichor. It was slimy, but cool, and as I pulled it out I felt that it had some sort of mechanism to expand. Both mechanism and construction were a mystery to me. It was familiar, but foreign. I just couldn’t place it. I should have been able to, as it set me on edge.

Next was a small vial of a bone-white powder. Then I realized what both were.

This was Godsbone and Devil’s Ink. The two components of a Reaping Circle.

I shivered and checked my surroundings once more. This was a set-up. It had to be. I was sure that a group of Vanguards were about to descend upon me like a flock of falcons, scimitars as their talons and Aether as their beaks. None were there. Just me, the clouds, and the instruments Shur had given me.

The final item was the note. I pulled it out with shaky hands, so shocked I was to have been given these tools. There had to be some explanation for it all, but Shur of all people giving me this was beyond my comprehension.

The parchment itself was very, very old. The ink had faded some.

Redlin,

You do not know me, but I know you.

I have seen your life. I am sorry for it, and for you. ’Tis an unfair burden.

Names went through me as I tried to guess at who the author was. None fit.

But your struggle is not over. There will be more pain and more hardship. Death and life, sacrifice and reward.

You are on the path.

From the moment your father put you into the wolf’s maw, you have walked it. Each sword stroke, each Shattering, each conversation. All of it has been important. I have seen it, and I have seen you.

I scoffed and took a drink.

You doubt me as you find solace in your liquor.

I nearly choked.

I cannot blame you. Even writing this, I feel like a charlatan. Allow me to dissuade that conjuring: you dreamed of your red-headed paramour last night, after your quarrel with the prince; you ate raw rabbit in the forest and then buried its remains; for one evening—and one evening only—you owned a book called ‘The Philosophies of Tidarian the Raven’.

Ironically, I am running out of time to write this note. Siber’s forces push in, and despite how they talk about me, I am still only one man, fighting against my own dominion. You shall know of what I speak soon.

I know that life has been brutally unfair to you. It is to most great men. And even as you read this at your lowest, my son, know that you are a great man. Hold on to your allies, recruit who you can, and return to the location the one-handed boy tried to destroy. Finish the job. Find my book.

Regretfully yours,

Tidarian

-

I read that letter ten times. Twenty. A hundred. Read it until my eyes felt like they were bleeding and words themselves had lost meaning. I studied the handwriting, measured the timbre, thought about all who had crossed my path. It had to have been some sort of elaborate ruse. Someone working with the gods, perhaps. I usually felt when Samira was scrying through me, but maybe she had developed subtler magics since our last fight.

Still, that did not explain away the foresight shown in the letter. “You doubt me as you find solace in your liquor.” The way it was written went beyond a mere lucky guess; the author of this note—Tidarian, or so he claimed—knew where I’d be and what I’d be doing. Based on the age of the parchment, he must have had a foresight beyond time itself.

I read it once more.

Again, I had hoped it was some sort of jape. Again I was disproven. It was unambiguous in instruction, although ambiguous in nature. What Tidarian wanted from me was something he intentionally hid. They say that hate is born from fear and misunderstanding. They are wrong. I understand why he sent me this letter, yet I hate him all the same.

I finished the first bottle of liquor I had pilfered that morning and threw it against the neighboring wall. Glass shards sprinkled down the alley. By the time they landed, I had left for the imperial palace.


Chapter 81 - The Mission

Like all others who had come to see Cade without his permission, I came cowled and in shadow.

I spent the majority of that afternoon perched on a rooftop, studying the security: guard rotations and communication patterns, exits, landscape, and so on. A fairly common approach to infiltration—and one the Archon had prepared his men well for. The intervals were not uniform. Based on their randomness, I assumed each day would have different timetables, postings, and approaches. Patterns could be exploited, and exploitation meant death.

But I wasn’t here for patterns.

It didn’t take long to find the guard I could slip past. He was yawning and had glazed-over eyes. Men like that always have an excuse for their exhaustion, but that excuse never goes away.

All I had to do was wait for him to be back on patrol, and then access would be easy. I put my hands behind my head and lay back in the fading autumn sun. Despite everything that had happened, I felt a small burst of pride at my competence.

-

“Redlin? Is that you?”

I woke to the tip of a spear on my neck. Cold metal, close enough for a final shave. Tracking up the shaft of the spear, I saw the mustached frown of Moulder—more confused than anything else.

Maybe I was less competent than I thought.

“Captain,” I said, feigning casualness. “Man’s not allowed to sleep on rooftops anymore?”

“You were scouting the residence for hours.”

I was indeed less competent than I thought.

“I need to talk to him.”

“Talk?”

“Yes. I know we just talked yesterday, but I had a chance to think about it more. He was right, Moulder.” I pushed myself up slightly as he pulled the spear away. “Please.”

“All you had to do was ask,” a voice called out from the opposite side of the rooftop.

Wearing the same brown pauper’s cloak, Cade stood tall. He always knew how to catch the light and bask in its radiance.

“Hard to believe you’re the most famous assassin in the nation,” Cade said as he walked across. He offered me a forearm up, which I took. “Because that was the worst infiltration planning I’ve seen in some time.”

“Spotted me that easily?”

“I don’t come and check out every assassin that gets dispatched for me, just the ones I recognize.”

“I’m sure it delights Moulder when you do,” I commented.

The mustached man sighed.

“He says it’s unwise; I say it keeps the both of us young.”

He sighed again.

“I thought about what you said. What you’re planning,” I said as the banter faded. “I want in.”

Cade looked at me with suspicion. The man could always tell when I was obscuring the truth.

“And what does that entail?” he asked reluctantly.

“No one knows the north better than me. I’ll assassinate the Headmistress.”

He let out a low whistle. “Risky. Very risky.”

“If I die, I die.”

“Not what I meant—although, that is certainly a detail worth bearing in mind. Succeed, and you possibly rally Balin’s soldiers; fail, and you certainly will.”

“War is inevitable anyway,” I pointed out.

“Indeed, but the difference in how fervently the soldier holds his spear is in how much he believes his cause is just.”

“You don’t know soldiers like I do,” I said.

“Maybe not. But if we do this, we confirm what the public already thinks about us. We’re not just striking at the Headmistress—we strike at the gods themselves.”

I crossed my arms. “I thought that was the mindset of your operation. Aggression instead of defense. Striking out instead of waiting to be killed.”

“Calculated risks. We’re in the process of weighing those scales right now.”

Moulder coughed. I had nearly forgotten he was standing there. “I would caution against this, my lord.”

“Go on,” Cade said.

“You are correct that any imperial association with this would backfire immensely. Regardless of success, you would lose those amongst the army who question—but do not believe—that your father is guilty of what the Pantheon claims. And an army cannot be split. Not if it wants to win.”

Cade Sinclair nodded. Not the man, but the leader.

“I am sorry, Redlin. I like your ambition and I welcome you to our little group, but this operation I cannot support. Not yet. As the war develops, I’d like to revisit this conversation.”

“What if I go alone?”

I barely realized I had asked the question. Tidarian’s note had given me purpose after Corvound, and I was not yet ready to give that up. I wasn’t belligerent, but I needed it.

Cade’s mouth was pinched but his orange eyes told me to continue.

“My reputation is blackened beyond doubt. If I go alone, stories can fester. Samira’s Herald attacks Balin’s Headmistress; The Justicar’s Revenge goes on a rampage against the gods. No one could blame my actions on the Archon, but they may blame it on Samira. From there, it’s chaos. Chaos is good. Discord amongst our enemies, distrust amongst their generals.”

“Do you think you can do it?”

As I relive my memories, I realize he meant whether I could physically do it. Sneaking into a military compound, assassinating their leader, and getting away would be a high challenge—one with disastrous results if it failed.

The way that I heard it in that moment was “Do you think you can kill Allesandra?” She was close to a maternal figure, after all. Our last departure had ended bitterly, but I still remembered the way she smiled when I answered her cryptic riddles with metaphors, the way her spirit lightened as I succeeded against trial after trial.

I did not want to kill Allesandra—I wanted to follow the note’s instruction. The plot had only been the story I’d come up with to get an excuse to go north with Cade’s support.

But the lie was spoken.

“I can do it.”

He nodded. “You may need some help.”

“Can’t be imperial.”

“Never said it would be.”

-

Pulling on his golden strings, Cade had arranged for Juck, Hazel, and Eran to meet me in a bar in Lower City. Odom’s Salt was a beaten-down building that had blood for mortar and depression for wood.

It was perfect.

I felt an odd assortment of nerves waiting for my companions to come. Excitement, even. The mission was gauze that covered the bleeding hole of my heart. It was surface level and did little to stop the internal wound, but at least I couldn’t see it anymore. That’s what mattered.

“So, what are we drinking?” Hazel asked as the three of them sat before me.

“And why?” Eran added.

I poured them each a shot of the spirits I had. Only Juck drank it.

“Well, Juck knows what we’re drinking, but only I know why.” I took my own shot. “I have a mission, and I was hoping you’d all join me.”

“You’re not a Vanguard,” Hazel said.

“It’s not Vanguard business.”

“You tried to kill me.”

“That makes us even.”

Eran scoffed. “I never tried to kill you.”

“When there was a vote for my execution, did you ask for me to be spared? Or harry me off to death?”

Eran took his shot.

“What’s the job?” Hazel asked.

I ran my hands through my hair. Execution and improvisation I’ve always been good at, but planning not so much. It was an obvious question, but one I had ignored in the hope that I would find the words.

“Before I tell you, I need to know how you feel about my slaying of the Seraph.”

They looked amongst themselves for a moment, as if it were a group question and they would all be bound to the first answer.

“I thought it was reckless,” Hazel started.

“Foolish and rash,” Eran agreed. “War was coming, but that severed any chance of peace.”

Juck shrugged noncommittally.

“Those are facts. I’m asking how you felt. Did you approve of it?” I asked.

More group think. More hesitation.

“I understood it,” Eran finally said.

“I’ll go a step further: I approve,” Hazel said. Eran’s jaw unhinged slightly and she continued. “Aye, it caused headaches for lots of people. Many are going to die. You were exiled from the Vanguards for it. And yet … and yet it was justified. We watched this man snake his way through the ranks, steal power, abuse, lie, and manipulate, and finally try to assassinate the crown prince. You made him a martyr, but I cannot fault you for it.”

I refilled my glass only to toast to her honor. She did a sitting bow, head crooked and facetious.

“Juck?” I asked.

He gave a thumbs up.

“One more question, then. If I had a mission akin to it, would you be interested?”

Eran had his glass close to his lips before the question stopped him cold. Hazel’s shock was just as apparent, as well as her apprehension. Juck was closer to curious than anything else. Ever the soldier. Ever the hero.

“Who’s the target?” Eran demanded.

I shook my head. My question came first.

“What will happen after?” Hazel asked.

“Expulsion from the Vanguards, wanted posters, and a life of infamy. To be replaced with imperial titles, lands, gold, and an easy life—once we win.”

“If,” Eran corrected. I was just glad he had not corrected the “we”.

“Hazel is as pragmatic as they come. If she thought we were going to lose, would she still be with the Vanguards?”

She threw a fake pout. “You think so little of me.”

“On the contrary: survival is an underrated skill. You taught me that.”

“I need to attune back into that instinct,” she said. “Everything about this sets me on edge. Sitting here in this shithole bar, everything is theoretical. Your plan carries the same amount of weight as me telling Eran about a bad dream I had. But once we leave, it’s a different world. My gut is screaming at me to get far away from this idea.”

“And yet?” I asked, as she was still sitting.

“And yet … I feel drawn to hear more.”

Not nothing.

Eran crossed his arms. “I do not. The murder of the Seraph is widely lauded as the most damning stain on the Vanguards’ tenure. I understand why you did it—and for all your faults, it’s one of the things I judge you the least for—but to go on a warpath to commit the same mistake? Are you so desperate for glory?”

“Was I desperate for glory when we rode out to put Gare down?” The response was silence, so I continued. “This mission will win me no fame—even if we succeed and even if we win the war. I will be labeled a mad dog, biting at the heels of his betters. You all may get titles and lands after, but I will get nothing. No matter who wins this war, a noose will be awaiting me.”

Finally, Eran drank. He took it fluidly, slammed the glass down, and spoke with the clarity and firmness of crystals. “You’re full of shit.”

I smiled at seeing the man I had gotten to know so well. We were water and oil, fire and blood, but familiarity is its own type of comfort. “So I take it you’re not coming?”

“I’m debating striking you down right here. You’re planning to go rogue and throw wood onto an open flame.”

“I’m trying to stamp out that fire.”

“With fuel on your boots.” He rose from the bench and beckoned for his companions to join him. “Come, let the madman burn himself.”

Hazel remained, as did Juck. “I think I’d like to hear more.”

Juck nodded.

“You’d choose him? Over me?” Eran asked.

Hazel smoothed his hand and kissed his fingers. “It’s not about choosing a person, but an ideal.”

“Brazen recklessness?”

“I’ve seen what the horrors of scarcity can do to people. Death from starvation. Children selling their bodies for scraps of bread. Mothers looking at dead babies while grief battled hunger. To escape, I made myself a knife in the dark. It wouldn’t be hard to return to that mentality. I could leave the Vanguards and carve out another life—one immune to the coming tribulations society will soon face. But what Redlin sells is a prevention of another Hazel. Another Joy. Another Neema, another Kraa, another Antonia.

“I left those names behind and clung onto this life with the sole mantra that I would never feel that powerless again. There’s value in that. Strength. A goal. It allowed me to do things, to live life. I do not blame myself for the people I’ve knifed or the lies I’ve told. But if I allow a generation of suffering, while being offered a chance to stop it, then … I don’t know. I made a life out of a shit one, but maybe it’s time to sacrifice for the next generation.”

“Then why not join the Pantheon? They’re primed to win this war. If you truly want to reduce the suffering for everyone, join them.” His voice cracked. “I’d go with you.”

“They’re voracious. They lit the wick—put blood in the water. Once the Crown is deposed, they’ll pick a new target. Then another. Then another. They’ll build an empire. There will be a few great years of wealth and plenty, but as the amount they’re able to take is reduced, they will eat themselves.”

“Then let’s do this smart,” Eran pleaded. “Get Asher’s approval for this. Better resources. A safety net. Something beyond the promise of this …” He trailed off, looking for the most damning insult amongst the litany I had earned.

“Would Asher approve?” Hazel asked me.

“Not a chance in hell.”

She chuckled and signaled for a refill of her drink. I did so gladly.

“So, you’re in?” I asked.

“Is this truly—with a sober mind and clear conscience—what you think is best for Usmal?” she countered.

“I don’t have either.” I ran my fingers across the scratched table. “But yes. I do.”

She sipped on her drink, then nodded. “Welcome back, captain.”

“You can’t do this,” Eran said.

“I can. It’s my decision who to follow. Mine alone.”

“You swore an oath.”

“Sure. I swore to keep Usmal safe. I’m doing my best.”

“Eran,” I cut in before he could continue to work on her. “What about you?”

“Go fuck yourself.”

About the response I had expected. “Juck?”

He gave a thumbs up.

Eran huffed. “Hazel, I don’t—”

“That’s enough, love.” She said it with the finality of the world’s ending.

He punched the table. Petulant, angry, and honestly, justified. Especially seeing it in retrospect. But still, he left all the same, with hardly another look.

“So,” Hazel said in his departure. “Who are we killing?”


Interlude VIII

Redlin motioned for her to put the quill down.

“The beginning of the end,” he mused. “Amazing, isn’t it? How we always find ourselves returning home.”

“You know, people paint you as the leader of it. The Grand Reaping. You’re telling me you went out to stop it?”

“Gods, no. No, no, no. We had no idea what waited for us in Eilen.” Redlin rubbed at the bleariness in his eyes. The hour had grown late. “I clung on to Tidarian’s note like it was a life raft. A hopeless man will do anything he can to guard that spark of life. I should have told my friends what I went to do, and done it alone, but I didn’t. I spun a story. Used Allesandra’s death as a catalyst, even though I had no plan nor desire for her death. I hardly thought about her at all. It was the skyline we sailed to, but one I could ignore for another day.”

“But you did intend to kill her?”

Redlin paused, trying to put the memories together. “I don’t know, Maya. It was a thought I was intentionally skirting around. In an ideal world, we would have found what I sought and then I would have unveiled the truth. It’s not like I needed the Vanguards anymore, which made me foolish enough to think I never needed a friend again.”

“Just a mysterious note and an unseen benefactor.”

“More or less. But you should have seen the note. There was power in it—tangible, tastable power. It was like it was bathed in Aether. Made of it. It wasn’t something easily denied, I’ll tell you that.”

“Still, placing that much value in parchment seems a misstep.”

“My life is full of missteps.” He looked to the window. A cold dawn was blooming. “Hindsight is a luxury only allotted to survivors and historians. You have the privilege of knowing each of my mistakes because they are history. Meanwhile, I was stumbling in the dark, looking for the light. The events of Corvound—untold as they are in history—had broken me; Tidarian’s note was a lifeline that had descended from the heavens. People talk about miracles. Stories of how Reign came down and personally put a hand over them to guard and protect. That’s what happened to me.”

“But your miracle was not Reign.”

“No. No it was not.” His voice was a barely restrained anger, cold as Limbo’s waters. “Nor was it for salvation.”


Chapter 82 - Homebound

The dawn of our departure, I fastened my leg braces the way Dunmyer had taught me. I wondered what he would think about this mission. What he would think of me. He probably would have counseled patience and faith. Peace. The sanctity of life.

But he was out of reach, and I had a goal.

“Preparing for a long march?” Hazel asked.

“And a hard one. We need to do this before the war starts off in full.”

“Well, we haven’t a moment to tarry then.” Her Vanguard pin was brandished and on full display.

“Think we can get some horses with that?” I inquired, following her line of thought.

“I’m already planning on betraying them. May as well go the full way.”

Within a few minutes, we had horses from the imperial outpost outside Fymdell. Always hated the dumb beasts. Juck’s horse was large and white, and it seemed to value heroism just as he did; Hazel’s was sleek, black, and preferred to ride on the outside; mine was an asshole. It nickered and tried to bite at me as I climbed on. I resisted the urge to punch its neck, but only barely.

Maybe it knew what we journeyed to.

The three of us rode through the city landscape and the countryside with a grim determination. Occasionally I would worry that Eran had ratted us out to the Vanguards and they’d be following, but there was little to do with the worries. There never is.

“Just how out of season are you?” Hazel asked a few hours into the ride.

“Was never good with horses,” I shouted back over the autumn wind.

“Not with horses. With the sword.”

“I could still take you and Juck at the same time,” I blustered.

“Not in riding, not in deception, and not in swords.” She tilted her head to the side. “Drinking, maybe.”

“Riding I’ll give you.” I bit back my comment on deception given the dishonest nature of the quest I had put us on. “Battle is still my dominion.”

She stopped her horse. I managed to stop mine a good twenty feet after she had.

“Fight me, then.” She dismounted and drew her sword.

“We don’t have time,” I protested.

“What we won’t have is another opportunity. Even if we manage to get to her undetected, she’s going to have guards. I need to know that you can dispatch a soldier before they can blink.”

“You’ve seen me do things like that many times before.”

“I saw you lose a fight to Eran. Twice.”

“I was—” I stopped myself as I realized she was right. Biting back more complaints, I dismounted. She waited patiently as my horse tried to kill me.

Even though I had lost some level of skill, the liuyedao’s hilt felt as natural as breathing in my hand. When I unsheathed it, I felt complete. The blade and I were one. An extension of myself and my will. Both the sword and I had been created to kill. Blood pooled in my head as my heart began to pump with excitement. ’Twas not a fight to the death, but one I was ready for. There was joy in that.

The beasts knew to clear out of the way as we began to circle each other.

I took two quick steps in, wielding my sword with both hands in an approach dedicated to deceptively angular strikes. A boisterous, loud approach that is far more subtle than it appears. Left foot forward, blade coming in from the upper right; quick right step followed by a sudden pulling back and change of direction.

Hazel saw through it and had me disarmed by the fourth strike.

Her stance told me to pick up my fallen weapon. I did so.

I came in once more. I thought of Jory, my old instructor from Eilen, and how he wove like a snake through grass. My feet felt sluggish and covered in mud as they tried to cooperate with the fluidity of my arms. Sword fights are primarily about footwork, and I recognized that I was too slow, even as I fought like hell to be the swordsman I remembered myself as. Hazel had me beat within seven strikes.

“Again?” she asked.

“Again.”

-

We went a number of times. Night descended upon us, Juck built a fire and took care of the horses, and we still went. Fighting is a draining, grueling thing, but it was invigorating and intoxicating to feel the return of skill. Each bout, I got better—remembered one more skill—but my footwork remained a pain point. I was slow and would nearly stumble over myself trying to force speed and technique to return.

It wasn’t that my swordsmanship had deteriorated to a layman’s, it was that I was formerly among the very best and the months of inaction had taken their toll. The differences between the elite are razor thin; the difference between the best and the tenth best are as drastic as the difference between the two-thousandth and the ten-thousandth. I was still great, but not nearly great enough.

By the end of the night, I was craving more. My muscles were exhausted and the threat of soreness was turning into reality, but I was a painter that had been given his tools once more. The poet that had his muteness ended.

Sleep found me easily, and for the first time in a long time, I was excited for morning.

-

I awoke depressed.

Morning had come and the fire burned low. As I watched those pitiful flames dance and try to survive on the ashen battlefield of their dying, I thought of the fireplace in Judith’s house. Were they gathered around it, unable to discuss my betrayal? Did it linger in their home like a cloud?

Who had been the most hurt by it?

Even with Tidarian’s note, a new sense of purpose, and a feeling of progression and familiarity, it wasn’t enough to exorcise those demons. Nor, perhaps, should it have been. By what right did I deserve to be happy after all I had done to them? My pain was no good to them, but neither are the prison sentences of the duly convicted. There is value in the sentencing, but justice is not the same as reparation.

I rubbed my eyes, hoping to silence the pain behind them.

People are fools, destined to repeat their same mistakes time and time again. Scars are supposed to be the reminders of the lessons we learned. They always prove ineffectual, serving more as sirens to commit the same blunder.

Instinct wins out over wisdom; the desires of the now win out over the needs of the future.

Juck was looking at me strangely, trying to comprehend the pained expression I wore.

I shrugged and wore a half smile. “Life,” I explained.

He sat watching with those bright blue eyes, imploring me to continue like the shade of a solitary tree encourages rest. He was always too good a friend to me.

“I suppose I’m mourning a person who never existed, but could have,” I started, quiet as to not wake Hazel. “You know I was sold for a sack of silver. I thought it was because my father deemed me worthless; I thought if I burned bright enough then people would flock to me. If I blistered and turned to ash, then so be it.” The fire and I were so alike now. Burned out and hanging on by a thread. “I was going to be a beautiful blaze.”

I sighed and reached for a drink I did not have. The story had already begun so I’d have to soldier on without it.

“I was never meant for fame. That’s been obvious since you and I first fought, Juck. All the way back in Eilen. You were the hero. The way people looked at you … they wanted to be you. I wanted that so badly. The appreciation. The love.

“But I was never meant for it. People reviled me. There were whispers about my black eyes—always have been, in fact. My own father said I had the eyes of a killer. Guess he was right.”

Hazel stirred, so I brought my voice even lower. Hardly a whisper. I did not want the world to hear my admissions.

“The failures continued to grow as I tried to become something I could never be. A better leader could have kept Nu’uk alive while capturing Siegel and his Reapers. I failed on all accounts. Ecine we dispatched, but at the cost of Yuna. Next, I made a mockery of myself and the Vanguards at the Tribunal. Then Rohan and Gare. Then the Justicars. So many Reaped there. So many dead.” I did not know if Juck could even hear me anymore, so soft were my words. But they had started and would not be denied any longer. “My Heraldry was revealed—something I should have never asked for nor been given—and finally, I killed the Seraph. That is a fuller list of mistakes and sins than ten dead men combined.

“And despite all of that, I was given a second chance.”

A breeze drifted through the campground, scattering embers and ash. One of the horses shuddered. Birds took flight, branches shook, and the earth’s slow wake-up sped up ever so slightly.

“I had a new name—Eagan—and in some ways, I was a new person. Prone to the same jokes and the same tendencies, but still, different. I learned that power was the wrong path to what I truly desired. Family is earned through sweat and dirt, not through blood and gold. The new me had stripped off his armor and embraced a life unadorned by violence. It had been far greater.

“But taking off the armor had left me vulnerable.”

The breeze became a gust, and the fire went out. Its remaining orange glow rode the wind into the distance. Only burnt logs and a memory of flame remained. I rose, kicked the embers, and spread them.

“That is who I mourn,” I said.

Ironic, that even as I gave my soliloquy, we rode to a grand quest. My time in Corvound had pointed out the futility of seeking fulfillment this way, yet I was eager to follow Tidarian’s quest.

Fools and their mistakes.

-

We rode on.

The forests outside of Fymdell are a peaceful place. Most of the predators—animal and human—have been culled. If there’s one rule about society, politics, and the allocation of resources, it’s this: you can’t have the nobility being accosted. With that guiding tenet, the paths had been made as safe as nature allowed.

That meant frequent stoppages to continue training.

As with most forms of progress, it was not linear. One fight I’d be a hair’s breadth from winning, three more I’d be beaten down like a common sellsword. It was frustrating, but addicting. Chasing victory came second to chasing progress, but they were in the same direction, so I ran as fast as I could to both.

Over the course of the day’s journey, my body was made a collection of shallow cuts, sore muscles, and beaten bones. Riding and training both took heavy tolls. Still, as long as my body was tired, I was content. Emotional pain can be deadened by exhaustion; pain meant progress.

That night as I prepared for sleep, Juck approached me. While Juck was one of my closest friends and singular confidant, he had always preferred a bit of distance. Physical touch was something that never came easily to him, nor was vulnerability. He had traded charisma for stoicism and found peace in the silence.

I was shocked when he hugged me.

“My fault,” he said, referencing Corvound. His voice a painful, mangled thing.

“No, Juck. Not your fault. My fault.”

“My fault,” he repeated. It sounded even more painful this time, as if his throat contained shards of stone and that grated against each other.

“No,” I said with finality. Then, I remembered one of his own quotes. “Good man.”

He squeezed me tighter before pushing himself off and backhanding my chest in the way that men do to show appreciation for each other. Nothing more needed to be said, and he had the gait of a man who had let go of much. Most men need time and seclusion to truly let go of their emotions, but not Juck. He was asleep moments later.

I thought that I would find sleep just as easily, but it would not come. I tossed and turned, my mind playing with the memory of a dream like a boy fiddling with a rough stone. A dream I had had long ago, a dream of a fight—of a pointless, heartbreaking duel. Juck and I fighting on top of Eilen. His eyes had burned blue and we fought like desperate animals. Fought for nothing at all.

I should have taken the premonition as a warning sign to turn around, but instead I held my concern underwater till it drowned and was little more than a corpse of a worry.


Chapter 83 - The Thrill Before

What should have taken five days instead took two and a half weeks.

By the end of those two weeks, my swordplay was close to as good as it had been before my exile. The progress had been swift once my feet found their rhythm, and while I was not quite as skilled as I was at my zenith, I was fearsome. Seven times out of ten I could beat Hazel, and Juck and I were about even. Eran would have been a challenge, but I was easily good enough to battle Allesandra’s guardians, if it came to it.

We camped within an hour of Eilen and without a fire. Couldn’t risk smoke being seen. It was midday and a light snow had started, but there was a small warmth in the autumn air, even this far north. Not comfortable, but the mission came first.

“Any second thoughts?” Hazel asked both of us. “This woman is the Headmistress of your school. Knifing someone you know is never easy.”

I looked away as I answered. “She was there for me on the first day, when I was all alone. She did a lot in our brief conversations. Consoled me, challenged me, taught me. Accepted me. In a way, she was a mother,” I said.

“Going to be hard.”

I shrugged. “Should be. But she knew this war was going to happen. Generals should be just as willing to sacrifice themselves as soldiers.”

“She knew?” Hazel demanded.

“Beyond a doubt. I was too blind to see it at the time, but she had tried to coax me onto her side. No matter what they tell you, the gods have had this planned for a long, long time.”

“Should have told Asher,” she said.

“Should have killed her then and there,” I replied. “All I can do is try to fix that mistake.”

“What other secrets are you keeping?” She disguised the question as a playful jibe, but with the way her words lingered, it served as a slightly insidious inquisition. Cyn’se had trained her well.

“You’ve gotten too close to Eran,” I grumbled. A good deflection, both a mischievous insult and question, just like hers. Asher had trained me well.

She pushed her hair over her ear. “He’s a distraction,” she admitted.

“How long have you two been …” I trailed off, looking for the right word.

“Fucking?” she offered.

“Entertwined,” I corrected.

“Long enough for it to need to end soon.” She had been smiling at her vulgarity, but that smile was starting to fade. “It started while we were on a mission. Just the two of us, investigating some supply lines for Odis. Not even a serious mission where we’d faced death and lost ourselves in an appreciation for life. He’d always been looking my way, I was bored, and I don’t know. It just happened.”

“And has been since?” I asked, honestly curious.

“More or less. Nothing formal, mind you, but he’s talented with more than just blades. The problem is that he’s repressed all his rage and all his hurt. It made for a good fuck, but as it’s continued to happen, he’s slowly starting to care for me. It was cute, but now it’s not only become cloying, it’s an active concern.”

“Then break it off.”

“I don’t want to hurt him, Redlin.”

“That’s what you’re doing by allowing him to build a nest in you.”

She chuckled as if I had said something funny. “You made your mistakes, even knowing they were wrong. This is much the same. Do not judge me, for you cannot make me feel worse about it than I already do.”

I bit back any further comment, bitter as that taste was. Eran and I were more often foe than friend, but as a boy who had been played with by the whims of a woman, Hazel’s comments had disgusted me. Doubly so, knowing how much damage it could do to Eran in the long run. He’d had his family taken from him and love had slowly worked its way under the armor around his heart. When she yanked it away, it would kill any chance of him showing vulnerability again. The hardship of men is that the world condemns you for closing your heart, but it will stab you if you open it.

Now, as I reflect, I see her in a different light. Hazel was a girl who had lost everything and formed herself into a woman of ice. She wanted the distraction of a lover without the responsibilities of a partner. Knowing her, she had warned him that it would be a temporary thing—not that it would matter. She used him for her enjoyment, but avocations are a rarity in life, and doubly so when that life is one of danger and servitude. She was born in her own type of hurt, and her heart was guarded as well. They damaged each other, but when pain is all you know, it feels just like love.

If you judge her for her dalliance, know that she would agree.

-

As dusk descended, we packed up. Competent silence and internal philosophies replaced friendly banter and the sharpening of knives.

Hazel handed Juck a mask, the twin of her own. Both were black as pitch and unmarked, save two eye holes.

“What are those for?” I asked.

“Deniability. If you’re seen killing Allesandra, you’re simply a bloodthirsty madman who hates the gods. If Juck and I are spotted, then we’re Vanguards who are acting as the aggressors and assassinating one of the divine servants.”

“Don’t think the organization could afford another one of those.”

She grunted in reply.

We’d chosen our spot well. Within a few minutes of walking through hills and dying trees, we saw the fortress of Eilen. The moon was shrouded behind black clouds, but it gleamed all the same. The bone-white structure struck so many notes of familiarity within me. Bittersweet nostalgia, reluctant anger, but above all, guilt. Remorse rose from my belly and threatened to manifest into a command to turn back, but I choked it down. I was the arrow already fired, and it was all too late. All there was left to do was fly forward, so we began our final march.

A wolf, massive and white as snow, padded in front of us. There was malice in its taut shoulders, but curiosity in its glowing blue eyes.

So, the falcon returns.

The voice rumbled within my mind, so loud I staggered. I caught myself before I fell to my knees, but barely. My companions did not recoil; in fact, they had hands on weapons and dread on their faces, but not pain. It was worse than that. Fear. Ancient, powerful fear.

They knew what—who—stood in front of us.

But only I could translate that ancient rumble. That terror of howls and blood. That immortal and almighty growl.

Why do you stand in my domain? he asked.

I’ve come at the behest of another, I responded. True, but misleading enough to imply Samira.

You were welcomed amongst my pack. You still carry my name. And this is how you return to me. Disgraceful. I should bite out your throat and leave you as a warning to those who play with gods.

Even though I stood in front of that rageful wolf—our plan potentially shattered and our deaths imminent—I smiled at that.

Fair to say we both play with gods.

And he laughed. It was horrible and full of teeth; from the throat instead of the heart. There was an amusement of malice and the enjoyment of cruelty, this time from the wolf itself instead of in the recesses of my mind. Hazel and Juck reflexively fell to their heels, ready to either dive out of the way or forward with blades. Futile, but they were ready all the same.

You speak too boldly, little wolf. Little falcon. Why—

A screeching came from the skies. High, violent, desperate. Crazed in its need. All looked to the sky, even that dread wolf. We knew what flew above us and anxiety turned into panic, which swelled only further with Balin’s enthused interest. Sweat trickled down me as I felt the presence of she whom I had not felt in so long, despite how intertwined we were.

Samira.

Balin. Samira spoke. Her voice, screeching yet melodious, joined Balin’s in the courtroom of my mind. Kill him.

The wolf’s jaw unhinged as its lips curled upward in a human smile. The upper half of the top teeth were coated in black blood. No. You chose your representative, and now you have to live with that choice.

I will reward you, from one deity to another, she said. Kill him, and kill him now.

The weight of her commands were suffocating, so heavy I nearly missed the implication of her demand. Behind the hate was desperation. The command was an ask, and it was something that only Balin could do. Something she couldn’t.

Samira couldn’t kill me.

Using that and the wolf’s enjoyment of the game, I pushed my luck. The best way out was through. Fear was a mindkiller, trepidation was surrender. I pushed forward by clinging to the sheer enjoyment of being able to twist the knife I had accidentally planted into Samira and her fucking divine plans.

Kill me yourself, you falcon bitch.

The falcon overhead screeched and came at me, diving at rapid speeds. Faster, even, than when Samira and I had clashed in the forest after Kaeso’s assassination. I let it come on, presented my neck and my heart at the same time. Her beak was pointed at me like a spear, and she was only gaining speed.

At the last moment, she pivoted. Talons tore into my side and three lines of ragged blood started across my ribs, but it confirmed the truth. She couldn’t kill me. Likely wasn’t even allowed to wound me: as she flew away, she grimaced, as if causing me pain had caused herself pain.

Balin howled and fell to his back. His paws rocked back and forth like a child kicking in glee. Juck’s sword came out of its sheath, but Balin laughed on regardless. I motioned for them to stay utterly still. Despite his mania, their lives did hang in the balance. Killing my companions would have been nothing to them.

The falcon perched itself on a dying tree. My blood dripped from her talons.

Balin, kill him. He brings Vanguards with him to uncover the secret of Eilen. First they’ll search, then they’ll find, then they’ll bring more. If you value your plans, you must kill him.

The wolf stopped. Slowly, one glowing blue eye opened, its hue growing in intensity and focus as it did.

You know? he asked.

Do not take me for a fool, wolf. Of course I know.

Balin rose, almost lazily, and began to saunter off. He shook once, smoothing his fur. For all his depravity, I cannot deny the majesty and the power of his form. The paintings and renditions capture his size, the coloration of his fur and eyes, and all things physical, but not one has been able to capture the aura of power that stemmed from him.

Yet his farewell was as casual as a friend’s.

Then it begins tonight.

Samira let out a screech before fleeing once more. She knew the events that I had triggered. Knew that I had damned all the souls of Eilen. Knew that the War of the Gods began in earnest tonight.


Chapter 84 - The Revenge of the Justicars

“What the fuck was that?” Hazel asked once the gods’ overwhelming presence of Aether had slipped away. Her words, breath, and hands were shaking. I had never seen her that undone.

“That was the divine,” I said. My voice was deathly calm.

“What the fuck was that?” she repeated as people often do when they’re overwhelmed. “The power that bled off them—the intensity? I’ve fought Reapers, but that was—”

“Hazel, they’re gone now. The mission carries on,” I interrupted.

“No. Fuck that. No. Cover’s blown, they know we’re on the way, and I am not going anywhere near … that. No.”

“They’re doing something. Tonight. I don’t know what it is, but whatever their plan is, it’s our fault now. We have to stop them.”

“Fuck—”

The ringing of bells came from the north, echoing through the hills and against dead trees. The world both leaned in to listen and away from its volume. Hazel and Juck flinched. Winds picked up and changed direction and the temperature dropped. Even that black, uncaring sky shifted.

“I’m going.” I checked my shin wrappings one more time, hoping that Dunmyer would guide me, wherever he was.

Neither of my companions followed. I was bound to go, spurred on by an instinct so primal and so dreadful that not even death’s call could match it. Each step felt like that of a man already dead, and yet, I did not break stride or slow. Each footfall was a sure thing—a spoiled sin on the road to damnation. Fated.

Juck caught up and strode beside me. Ever the soldier. Ever the hero.

Over my shoulder, I offered one command to Hazel.

“Do it for Joy. For Neema, Kraa, and Cain.”

She couldn’t resist that. I knew it. She knew it. The world itself knew it. I’d ordered her to walk with us to our deaths in the vain hope of stopping some sort of divine plan, and I’d done it as casually as Balin had left.

The three of us approached Eilen as torches were lit, as bells rang, and as the death of so many were planned. We did not know what was waiting for us in that fortress. We did not know how futile our approach was. I know it matters not to the souls lost that night, but we just did not know.

-

Climbing the walls as the bells rang so loud that the fortress shook proved to be a treacherous thing.

I had chosen our spot well. It was in one of the hardest places of the battlements to reach, a place far enough away from windows to be speared from or arrows shot out of. Climbing would still be hell as we had to fend off whoever was up top, but we needed to get inside at whatever cost.

What I did not expect was for it to be unmanned.

Once the initial relief faded, confusion came in, followed by dread. It was too convenient that there was not at least a small retinue of soldiers waiting for us. There should have been look outs—even if they were students picked at random and forced to guard the walls like good soldiers.

They were all needed that night. Preparing.

I rolled onto the precipice and drew my sword, expecting assassins or men waiting to capture us for information, but even then there was no one. As empty as the sky. As empty as Reign’s throne.

The only sign of life was a small crate with a bowl of strawberries.. A dead butterfly laid next to it, blue and big and fresh. A recent kill—a message.

We were standing in Mika’s and my meeting spot.

“Do you see her yet?” Hazel whispered.

For the briefest of moments, I thought she was referring to my red-headed paramour. The mission returned to me and I realized she was speaking of Allesandra. My eyes darted to the Headmistress’ office, which was lightless and lifeless.

“Not yet,” I grunted, and then began to scout the flurry of activity going on at the training grounds.

Students and warriors alike milled about. Most were clad in sleeping clothes, their summoning unexpected and unbidden. Only a few officers wore armor, and they did their best to keep them all contained and from asking many questions. As the crowd began to show signs of a potential mob, soldiers treated students like threats. Gentle instructions became firm commands, commands became shouts.

The bells rang once more.

Allesandra, in a long black dress, stepped out into the courtyard. I could see the sheen of her hair, the way the flames danced off those ice-blue eyes. Her shoulders were unburdened with the severity of her next action, her soul pure. Balin had ordered this, and the actions of the gods made any crime just.

Orders came from the soldiers with spears. They seemed as confused as the students—probably given their commands mere minutes ago—but the elevation of status and distinction is a root that takes quickly. Uniforms come with a sense of superiority sewed into the patches. With shouts, pushing, and the butts of spears, they forced the students into compact rows along the obsidian square of Eilen’s training ground.

The hairs of my neck raised.

“Redlin?” Hazel whispered, but I was too entranced by it all. Too flabbergasted by the sheer audacity of the crime being committed.

Allesandra walked through their midst with servants behind her, all of whom were carrying buckets. Even though I could not see the contents, I knew what was in them. Could even smell it in the air. Taste the bitter iron.

She went through the ranks quickly, but methodically, never rushing and never slowing. The first one was a girl, barely a teen, who wore a smile but nearly cried when the knife came out. Still, she stood tall. After all, this was her Headmistress. One of the representatives of the divine, which meant one of Reign’s chosen. A paragon of justice.

Allesandra cut her face.

It was a gentle thing. Almost apologetic. The girl winced, but did not buckle or scream out. Not a deep cut, but blood ran down her cheek. Pain wasn’t the objective. Suffering was not the goal. Just letting the blood flow, in preparation of that cursed ritual.

I understood what I saw now. What this night—this entire fortress—had been about all along. How long it must have been planned. How ambitious. How fucking damning. Everything from the first thought to the construction, the maintenance and even being able to sleep within those bone-white walls.

The circle of white, the square of black, the buckets of blood.

Eilen was a giant Reaping Circle.


Chapter 85 - The Grand Reaping

“Hazel,” I said. My voice sounded very far away and I was not piloting my commands. The sounds of Cassius were overwhelming. “Start a fire. Do something. Chaos. Noise. Get them the fuck out of that circle.”

“I don’t—” she said.

Finally, an arrow soared towards us. It was shaky in midair and did not even reach the top of the fortress, but it had sailed all the same. The next one was closer. The next five soared over us and to the other side of the fortress.

We were moving before the next volley.

The trapdoor Mika and I had used so many times opened with a whine. I was the first one through. Desperation drove me. There was no plan, only a deep-seated need to get to the circle. Maybe start cutting guards down, or unleashing all the windy Aether I had to launch myself at Allesandra. Something. Anything. The whole institution was made for this ill purpose, and I was the only one who saw it. I had to stop it. I had to do something.

I pushed my way through the passageway and into the hallways.

The Captain was waiting for me.

In almost all ways, he was the same. Neat, orderly. Clean-shaven and standing as rigid as a soldier on his first day. Not a hair out of place, even on this night of reckoning. The only difference from the last time I saw him was that he now greeted me as an equal instead of a commander.

His sword was already out.

“Redlin,” he said. “My greatest failure.”

“Move.” I flourished my sword. I had no time for dialogue, but I had no time for this fight either.

“Did you think about me? When you killed the Seraph? I trained you, after all.”

“I haven’t thought about you since I left this place,” I growled. “Now move. I have to stop her.”

“It keeps me up at night, you know?” Juck and Hazel began to fan out from behind me. Their blades were out as well. “I’ve lived a long life. Had a lot of friends die. Gave children a sword and a shield and sent them to die. And yet, I’ve slept peacefully every single night—like a fucking baby. But what you did?” He spat, white phlegm on the blue rug of Balin’s fortress. Then he stepped into a combat pose.

I looked to Hazel one last time. “Start a fire. Do something. Get them out of there.” I ended my command and approached. My advance was slow, but grew in pace the closer I got. When I was a few feet away from him, I was running.

Our swords met. A ringing of persecution, perfectly personified, mirrored, and duplicated, screeched through the high ceiling and wide walls as steel pushed against steel. I put all of myself into the struggle, but I had a better chance of moving a mountain. The Captain was just as dedicated to his cause as I was to mine. Through the interlocked swords, I saw him snarl, and then I felt him push.

I backpedaled and weaved with his first two strikes. Air wooshed by me as I narrowly avoided downward chops. He got in four slashes before I countered. The Captain was stabbing at me when I launched my own strike at the sword hand. A tricky blow, meant to catch him off guard and use his own momentum against him before looking for something more fatal.

His backhand caught me across the jaw and sent me to the floor.

Before I could rise, Juck was on him. In my dazed state, they looked like children playing tag. Each took turns stabbing and prodding while they used the other’s motions to weave and dance alongside those deadly flourishes. A line of red appeared on the Captain’s arm; a drop of blood fell from Juck’s side. The tip of Juck’s sword scraped the Captain’s leg. Blades connected before they pushed each other away.

I rose and stood next to Juck. Silently, we fanned out once more and surrounded the man.

“Cowardly curs,” he said.

Juck and I did not need to share words. Not with the Captain or with each other. We had turned to cold iron, so cold that words would not reach us anymore.

I dashed first. One step, leaning to the left, followed by a quick dash pushed me to the opposite side. I feigned with my left foot as if I’d continue that pattern, but instead I pushed myself forward, seeking to stab him through the gut.

He stepped aside and batted my sword. My momentum left me open, but Juck came in with a high-swinging arc aimed at the Captain’s jaw. He ducked beneath it, altered the motion and grip of his sword, and began to stab backwards in a dagger’s grip. Juck buckled in on himself, sucking in breath and stomach to avoid the steel, and then I was moving in with a slash at the Captain’s midsection.

He leaned, so low his torso was parallel with the ground. Then, the heel of his boot met my stomach as his kick connected.

The wind was knocked out of me, and instead of rushing his advantage and going for the kill, he had started working on Juck. The Captain’s approach was methodical, calm, and calculated, and Juck’s was cracking. There was an urgency in Juck’s movements that wasn’t quite panicked, but was close to it. Incorrect blocks, rushed footwork, and the hint of fear. Juck would lose the fight if this continued.

I forced myself up and Shattered. A ray of wind was sent to the Captain.

I choked it off immediately. As the ray began, I felt how close to the end of my Aether I was. It was like being on the lip of a valley with nothing but the yawning void below. I had so little left that I was terrified to continue using it, but Juck was my friend. If I died saving him, so be it.

My ray met nothing as the Captain ducked under it.

I stopped the Shattering while the Captain reset his feet. Juck had the idea now, and came in with his own Aether. Rays of ice were sent out intermittently between strikes, unpredictable and efficient. Both Juck and I were coming in with wide, sweeping blows. Mine was high, aimed at the neck; Juck’s was low, meant to separate him in equal parts. Safe as safe could be for us, wide as wide got for him. We were entirely in sync, the two hands of the clock alternating together in different ways.

Backpedal as he would, it was only a matter of time before we bled him. He was a man of metal—we were more. I saw it happening in seven moves or less; based on the desperation in his counters, he saw it in four. Juck and I had reached our potential, and no mortal man could stand before us.

The burning of Aether filled my nostrils.

Far, far beyond the amount that Juck used. This was what the sun is to fire, what the ocean is to water. Overflowing, abundant, and unassailable.

Our strikes met golden chains. Chains that hovered in the air, chains that had originated not from the Captain, but ones that snaked back to the end of the hallway. They were large and defied the laws of physics. Animated, patient, and evil.

Following their path, I knew who it was. I wanted to deny the reality of it. To close my eyes and wish her away like a child with their nightmares.

But it was time to accept the truth.

Palm outstretched, golden chains protruding, and clad in white, Mika stood at the end of the hallway.

“Lover,” she said, sweet as honey and violent as blood. “I warned you not to come back.”

“Just what are you?” I asked as I marvelled at the chains coming from her palm. Never before had I heard of Aether like that.

The Captain interrupted our reunion. He pushed off against Juck and started in on me, getting off a horizontal slash that I hardly had time to comprehend. Sparks flew as my liuyedao caught his strike, but with such ferocity from him and such unpreparedness from me that my feet shifted. The blow had pushed me back and separated me from Juck. The Captain used it to his advantage as he worked himself around me, keeping as much distance from my silent companion as he could while maintaining the offense.

I fought distracted. Panic raced through me with each near miss and nick that I received, but not from fear of the Captain or a death of steel. Even as lines of hot pain formed from his cuts, I could not focus on him. Mika was something else. She was transcendental. A being of power and control.

My attention refocused when the Captain slashed me right below the eye.

I tasted my own blood. Salty. Scared. The pain reminded me I was alive and I needed to put down this threat, but the placement of the blow reminded me of the Reaping Circle being prepared. He’d gotten me where Allesandra had gotten her first victim.

Bells rang.

The Captain’s sneer was the focus of my rage in that moment. My feet had never been faster, my hands never surer. The first strike was a low slash, aimed at the knees. As he began to pirouette out of my liuyedao’s range, I changed the momentum and forced the blow up. Any deviation from the new direction, any hesitation at all, would have left me low and open, but I did not fight with caution. Not that night.

The Captain saw it. He snarled as he began to throw himself backwards. Just enough to escape my strike and not get totally out of range. My sword would miss; he would step in and finish the heretic. He’d be a hero, forever valued by Balin and His servants. If I fought alone, I’d have lost then and there.

But I did not fight alone.

I knew that he would be there. Pateint but eager to act when the moment was right. He was my partner in blades, my brother in steel, and an embodiment of what heroes can be.

A ray of ice hit the Captain in the shoulder.

Shock flooded through him as Juck’s blow forced him back into my range. Impossibly, I sped up, faster even than I was before. So close to blood. So close to the end.

My blade scored a blow along the inside of his thigh.

It was a deep cut. Fatal, if left unattended. He winced, staggered, but still held himself up. As he shifted his weight to his uninjured leg, I came in again. Spinning, a backwards strike aimed at the neck. His sword rushed to intercept. Fast and smart, even when he was in pain.

I dropped to the ground. Still spinning, I chopped his ankle.

It wasn’t enough to separate foot from leg, but my blade sank deep. He yelled and tried to stab down at my arm, but I was already moving. A gush of crimson followed my sword’s arc away from his body. Blood landed, and he fell to one knee.

He managed to look at me as I stabbed him through the neck.

In a last gamble, he held onto the sword, cutting his palm as he tried to keep the sword there. One more moment of life. One more chance to expel the Thunderblade, the Seraph’s assassin, the Revenge of the Justicars. His sword clattered to the ground as his remaining hand reached for a dagger.

I kicked him in the face. Fingers lopped off as he tried in vain to hold onto the sword. With his dying breath, he tried to crawl towards me. Maimed, life ebbing from him in torrents, and weaponless, he spent his last seconds trying to kill me. All for the lies of a cruel god.

“That was my plaything,” Mika said, her voice replacing the din of steel on steel.

“Mika,” I said through ragged breaths. “Please. You know what they’re going to do. Please, if I meant anything to you at all, help me stop them.”

Smoke wafted into the hallway. Hazel. The fires had started.

Mika was unconcerned with plea and flame alike.

“Of course I know what they intend, Redlin. It’s what birthed me.”

Juck placed a steadying hand on my shoulder, encouraging me to get my breathing right. The basics are always important, perhaps even more so when fighting gods for the souls of thousands. Juck understood that. Ever the soldier. Ever the hero.

Mika continued, walking down the stairs slowly. In her white robes and against the torchlight, she was still beautiful. Limbo can take my soul for saying so, but some part of me wanted to be with her still. Just throw down my sword and say, “Your crimes are yours. I won’t take part but I will be with you all the same.”

Her walk was a slow, sure thing. One I couldn’t stop if I wanted to. I cursed my legs, screamed internally to move, yet I was still as a statue. “I was born bound in golden chains. Up there, on the walls, where we shared many a meal together. Not to a woman, but to a wolf. A wolf with a maw so wide it threatened to eat the world whole.

“I was not conceived from love or from lust, but from prayer. Prayers, and planning, from beings higher than you and your ilk. I came from beyond, their desires a lightning rod for my arrival.

“Balin is the god of ice, born of wolves and snow; Samira the goddess of wind, born of falcons and storm; Tidur, the god of flame, born of foxes and life; Odis, the god of stone, born of bears and earth. Created by Reign, then molded by man. Do you know the power of prayer? Of the Aether of the masses? Even those proud creations could not withstand the onslaught of impurity. Over time, they changed. Men are such a dark species. What should have been pure they corrupted, what should have been clean they stained. I am the offspring of the deities your race ruined.

“Do you know what I am?” she asked.

“A goddess.” I whispered the words so quietly they could hardly have said to have existed at all.

She nodded. Those golden eyes gleamed and glowed like torches. “I am Kimana, the goddess of ambition. Made manifest by the gods’ ploys. Born with the chains to bind, collar, and leash this world.” Mere feet from the two of us, she crossed her arms. Her shadow was so large it cast across the rest of the hallway; her figure blocked the flames behind her. “Submit.”

I laughed, a tearful, racking sob. Questions and proclamations danced across my tongue, all rushing to get out. At the forefront of those queries and insults, however, was the wondering if I had meant anything at all to her.

Looking into those golden eyes, I knew the answer.

“Mika,” I begged. “Please. Let them go. You can have me.”

She smiled. “You? The only value you have is as a trapped game piece. Samira’s servant, who refuses to serve. She invested in you, and when she asks for that payment to be returned, you hide away. You have infinitely more value alive than you do dead.” Her gaze shifted to Juck. “This one, however.”

I rushed at her, sword swiping with fury. Each blow pinged off as it met walls of golden Aether, but I kept swinging. I changed angles, I set and reset my feet, I danced and moved with the fury of the fiercest hurricane, but nothing even made her so much as flinch. Tears flowed through me. I felt as powerless as I did with Lady Olivia. As powerless as I did when my father left me here.

Mika raised a palm. Golden chains, thick as a tree stump, flew from her once more. Their approach was as undeniable as the sun’s rising. The snapping of a wolf’s jaw. The taut snap of the noose.

Chains of Aether rent through Juck’s gut.

Their momentum continued, slithering through the air like a basilisk. He was lifted with them. Suspended in animation, forced to float, and with a fatal hole in his stomach, Juck looked down at me with those kind blue eyes. He smiled, despite it all. Fucking smiled.

“Good man,” he said.

With a final effort, he held his arm out. Mika grinned at him tauntingly, eager to see what a mere mortal would do within the shadow of his dying. The goddess of ambition relished it, wanted to see just how far into her domain he could go in his last moment.

He gave all of himself.

The burst of Aether that came from him was the outflowing of all of his Aether. So powerful the room stank. Ice expelled from his palm, layer after layer, sheet after sheet.

Not aimed at Mika.

He was building a wall of solid ice. Ceiling to floor, wall to wall. That hallway was large and luxurious, and Juck had a wound so painful and so fatal that most men would have not been able to think, Shatter, or do anything at all besides die. But Juck was ever the soldier. Ever the hero.

His wall of ice was almost constructed when he ran out of Aether.

It was an instant thing. The turning of a lever, or the snuff of a flame. He slumped, still held by those damned chains, and I knew it was over. Head and arms both unanimated by life, hanging on by tendon instead of held up by reflex. A corpse.

“Juck?” I asked quietly. “Juck?”

I fell to my knees. Smoke entered the room, bells rang, and the golden chains persisted, but I could not care less about it. Cassius played so loudly I could hear nothing else, Juck’s face present in my mind’s eye so strongly I could see nothing. My friend, the boy with a bright future I had stolen, the son, the Silent Vanguard, the soldier. Juck. A life ended, a hero removed.

Then he breathed.

Juck’s life did not end from the wounds he had sustained. He had not died from blood loss or from injuries, had not been slain by gods or mortals. Juck had given all of his Aether in a sacrifice.

What remained on the chains was a Husk.

Raucous laughter came from the ceiling—the one part of the wall unconstructed. It wouldn’t stop. The volley of laughs fell down and echoed throughout the hallway. Above and around me, it was like being in a thundercloud where lightning had been replaced with sheer, unbridled amusement.

“You’ve added another soldier to his army,” Mika said. I could not see her through the ice, but I knew she wiped tears of joy away as she taunted.

Juck’s head turned to me. Unnatural and at far too harsh of an angle—like the careening of an owl. The golden chains dissipated and he fell to the ground in a bone-crunching thud. Innards spilled from the rent in his stomach. Blood splattered. I vomited.

The Husk stared at me with glowing blue eyes.

“Don’t recognize your friend?” Mika asked.

“Juck.” I put my hands to the side. I thought I could still reach him, that he was still in there. I needed it. I needed him. “Juck, please. What—”

He came in quick. The Husk spun, all speed and no finesse. Sheerly as a reflex, I dodged out of the way, although part of me wanted to let him strike me down. It was too much. Too much, too much, too much.

I had avoidedthe slash, but something hit me in the side. It didn’t hurt, but it did make contact. Something wet but firm. I paused for just a moment to inspect it. It was his own intestines, which had trailed even further out of the hole in his torso. He cared not, just came on once more.

“Juck, please,” I said. No reply.

He stabbed at me, aiming between my eyes. I batted it aside. The Husk had more strength than I anticipated, but I managed to save myself.

“Juck,” I said once more. He slashed backwards at my neck, savage as a raging river.

I went underneath it. All my weight on my heels, I was primed to burst forward and skewer him. He was unguarded, open, and already committed to a swordstrike that had missed. It would have been the simplest thing in the world to stab him through the heart.

I couldn’t do it.

At the end of his sailing slash, he reversed direction. The blade hummed through the air and caught me in the back of the shoulder. Awkwardly struck, but powerful. It was partly buried into my back and I screamed. Mika’s laughter met my cries at the top of the ice wall.

Rolling away from the Husk, I had to dodge the next two strike on faith alone. His fighting style was rudimentary now, but the blows were heavy and always going for the kill. The first one was like a farmer’s scythe reaping stalks, the next was the stabbing of a man denied. I dodged both without seeing the sword, then rolled to my side.

His face was before me. Juck. My friend. The boy whose life I’d ruined. The soldier. The hero.

I held out a palm and fired a gale into his face.

It was a powerful ray, one that had taken nearly half of the meager amount of Aether I had left. One strong enough to make a man bleed. It ruined his face. Skin peeled off and revealed red, gummy sinew. The machinations and strings that kept his face together.

But still, he was not rocked back, nor did he slow. Even as blood flowed from his face and his belly, he was as stoic as a Husk as he was in life. His blade was poised over my heart, one stab away from finishing it all.

But Balin did not want me dead. He wanted me distracted.

It came to me in an instant, and that deathly calm came on once more. I rose, unconcerned with the possibility of Juck trying to stop me. It was too late. It didn’t matter to the gods anymore. Balin let me do it.

I stabbed Juck’s Husk through the heart.

The laughter continued through the hole in the wall as I fled. “Goodbye, Redlin!” The farewell from a lover.

I made my way through doors and structures even though I knew it didn’t matter anymore. Fires lined the walls beside me, started by Hazel. A good effort, but not enough. The ritual was either complete or unstoppable, yet I pushed forward. The desperation was gone, but I would see the task through regardless. Grit and a denial of reality were all I had, so I clung to them.

Smoke blinded me the closer I got to the Hive. The last thing I saw in that fortress was the library, burning. Books charred, their edges curling as they caught. Centuries of knowledge lost. The magic of stories, turned to cinder.

I consciously recognized the loss, but I did not feel it. It was foreign to me. Unfamiliar and unprocessable.

In my mind’s eye, I saw Juck’s face for just a moment. Not as a Husk, but as a dying man giving the rest of his Aether for me. I shook that from me as well and kept moving.

Breathing became harder, even as I used nearly the last of my Aether to form a shield of wind around myself. I thought I was going to die in the smoke. Hoped for it, in small ways. A charred corpse, forgotten and disposed of alongside the people he failed to protect. A cowardly end, but an end all the same. Part of me wanted that.

With dwindling Aether, I made it outside. Into the courtyard. The line of blood had been drawn, each student, guard, and soldier marked. Above it all, on a perch raised and held by seven guards, stood Allesandra, Mika, and a great white wolf.

My former Headmistress frowned down upon me, then she dumped one last bucket of blood.

The cindery smell of Reaping filled the air. The blood illuminated, glowing red, and the sounds of death came. Students and guards panicked. They had known something was amiss, but as their demise started, they finally understood. Finally realized.

I don’t know how, but my body moved on its own. I reached into my cloak and pulled one of the vials that Shur had given me. Blue powder—Angel’s Tears. Before the Reaping fully initiated, I formed a triangle around myself.

Then we all went to Limbo.

-

Grey.

The sky was grey. The sand as well. Where they met, I could not tell, so equal in shade they were. This was a dead land. One of emptiness and nothingness. Though there was the lapping of red waves to my left and right, they made no sound. Nothing else stirred, nothing moved. Nothing was alive to do so.

The void.

Limbo.

I thought that I had died and this was the afterlife. An eternity of solitude didn’t seem punishment enough, but the divine work in mysterious ways. Maybe if I walked far enough, I would find solace in my defeats, or perhaps I’d be reincarnated after a long enough pilgrimage. Whatever the stipulation was, I accepted it. I was dead, but at least I had died trying.

Then I turned.

In a group thousands strong, the students, guards, and soldiers of Eilen were lying on their backs, bound in infernal, glowing red chains. Their mouths and eyes were opened to their fullest. Alert and screaming, although I heard them not. I could tell their thrashing and gnawing against the chains pained them immensely. I wanted to run out and help them, break chains and free souls, but something kept me in place.

Surrounding me in a small triangle was a soft, glowing blue. The Angel’s Tears. Protecting me, and me alone.

Allesandra floated above the thousands of them. Balin and Mika were in the distance, guarding her from the entities that lurked in the far recesses of Limbo. Their forms were massive. Kimana was replaced with a faceless woman who wore a dress of chains, while Balin’s coat was black as the night and his eyes as yellow as a bad moon, but both were instantly recognizable. They lashed out and bit at the void between themselves and those drawn to the lifeforce of Aether, ensuring Allesandra had the time she needed.

She did not need them for the Reaping.

Allesandra Ravencroft, Headmistress of Eilen and loyal servant to Balin, slowly lifted both hands. Palms outstretched, fingers gnarled as if she were carrying a large weight, she raised and raised her hands. At the zenith, the Reaping began. Aether, clear but so thick it was visible all the same, began to seep through the air. It originated from those beneath her. Each body’s back arched as eyes glossed over and soul was siphoned from them.

In my protected spot, it was silent. The silence was worse.

I looked through all of them. I thought I could mentally keep them there, that through my prayers I could save them. Kimana—alongside the books and prophets that Kaeso had us dissemble—had talked about how invocation and devotion had changed the gods themselves.

But I am only one man. My prayers were as useless as I was. I watched helplessly as Aether was rent from a boy younger than I was when I was first dropped off. A soldier who was missing an arm, most likely in service to Balin, had the rest of himself taken. One of Eilen’s teachers, pregnant, raised in the air. Both child and mother expunged Aether into Allesandra’s grasp.

In that suffering horde, I saw Prace.

Gone were the kind eyes of the father. The sly smile of the teacher. The hands of a cheater and the heart of a guardian. Unending, begging agony had taken root as he was lifted further into the air while his limbs were held in place by those infernal red chains.

I screamed out into the void. I tried to reach him, but the barrier of Angel’s Tears kept me trapped. What protected me also kept me contained. I still tried, even though it was useless, I tried and tried. At the very least, I could save him. Just him.

Prace died alone. Without Issaru, and without me.

It went on for mere minutes, but each body was lifted and drawn to Allesandra, until the host ran out of Aether. Some went faster than others, but all went eventually. Then the body was discarded and dropped. A useless thing. Gods deal in Aether and prayer, not flesh and body.

When the last of them was empty, Allesandra looked to me. Clear Aether dripped from her mouth, coated her body, and pooled at her feet. Human, still, but also far beyond. Something new. Something changed.

I could not hear her, but when her lips moved, I knew what she said.

“Redlin.”

Allesandra approached, floating through the air like a mythical creature. Her fingers were outstretched, reaching for me. Wanting more. Always more.

The shadow of a bird fell upon her.

I looked to the sky. To the grey heavens that went on forever and ever.

It was not a falcon that flew overhead, but a raven.


Outro

Pounding came from the prison door.

Redlin looked away, unable to lock eyes with Maya as the story ended. His trance was ended, and with it, the pain from those old wounds had come blossoming back. All at once. Juck, Prace, Issaru, and every soul lost clung to him like ghosts.

The pounding on the door continued.

“Just a moment,” Maya shouted.

“The Archon has arrived,” came the reply.

“Tell him to wait,” she said.

The door opened. Neither prisoner nor Inquisitor turned; instead, they looked at each other. The sharers of a tragedy. Betts, the Archon, anything involving the present day—it did not matter in comparison to the magnitude.

“I have waited long enough.”

The voice was regal, but cold. Charismatic, but used to being followed. Tired. Bitterly, bitterly tired.

Standing in the dried blood that coated the prison floor, the Archon stared at the Prisoner. Orange eyes met black ones. Years of history, hundreds of fights, and one destiny-altering decision recalled in an instant. Still, they did not break the stare. Could not.

“O Fallen Angel.”
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