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 Doctor man, cut up my skin. Medicine witch, burn away my sin.

I’ll pay you both in gold and silver krona if you cure this sickness that is me.

-Folksongs from the Ordenian Providence










It began with a rumour.

In fact, it began with a mere whisper. Hardly even a whisper, more a partial utterance; a tiny, half-hearted murmur. The faintest shimmer of conversation, laced with that same delicious glee which typically restricted itself to judgemental biddies feverishly gossiping over their neighbours’ unhealthy fondness of hair tonics or the questionable orientation of the latest breakout minstrel in the city, infectiously seeped into the discussions of all with the merchant’s arrival at the city gates that morning.

“Have you heard of this new miracle solution?” 

“Heard? Why I was among the first to have gotten my hands upon it, and as such can positively confirm that it works as advertised. Exceedingly so. Bertrand hasn’t been able to stand straight all morning, and his complexion has improved tremendously with all that blood entertaining elsewhere.”

“Excellent, most excellent,” And off the newest customer dashed, hoping they too could claim to be amongst the prestigious first on the fashion concussion streets of my home city of Bethany. A bragging right which was becoming increasingly difficult to achieve with the neighbouring Kingdoms’ civil war inconveniently resulting in the new season’s trends only reaching the shores of Bethel once they were already truly out of style.      

 It shouldn’t have been anywhere near as surprising as it was, really, when whispers of the miracle solution managed to reach my mother’s ear by mid-afternoon. It didn’t come as a surprise to any who had ever been in the company of Doctor Kira for longer than three minutes that when the news did reach her ears that she’d thrown down her trusty scalpel and marched to the market district to inquire all about it. 

For science, naturally.  

There the good doc pushed her way to the front of the line, ignoring the groans of the gathered townies who had long learned better than to engage her in verbal altercations if they desired to be home for dinner. Wordlessly, she had snatched a small bundle directly from the spindly merchant’s hands and stalked straight back home again, hardly sparing him so much as her customary glare as he spluttered, “you simply must pay first.”

Doctor Kira had locked her office door for only thirty minutes before charging back downstairs and throwing the bundle in the reception hall’s fireplace. “Herbs,” she declared, “common bloody herbs that any nitty fool could pick from the fields. Not as nitty, mind you, as those rich nincompoops paying good krona to shove it where the sun doesn’t shine. All because some foreigner with a colourful cart claims it’s the new thing. I tell you…”  

Suppressing her indignation, the good doc immediately went to inform President Marchant of her newly discovered scam—the latest of many in a nation desperately bored for something, anything, to block the worrisome tales of wayward priests and captive kings— only to be turned away at the door by our flush-faced leader and his unusually perky wife.    

Despite Doctor Kira’s unwavering warnings of an impending health crisis, sooner rather than later, like all popular trends eventually do, the miracle solution lost its shine. The newly wealthy con-merchant quickly moved on to another unsuspecting city, the entire situation all but forgotten without a single incident. 

Or so it seemed.
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Fear of bad smells







A fortnight passed since that colourful caravan had left the city limits when an afternoon arrived where my tutor had once again given no consideration to the tirade the good doc would unleash if I’d dare be late fore clinic duties. She’d kept me back to inquire about the mysterious disappearance of a book on cultural burial rites. Presumptuous, unquestionably, but my tutors always were annoyingly perceptive, and so for the third time that week I’d found myself racing home against the clock. 

Whether through stamina or divine intervention, it mattered little, for I arrived at the third street clinic with just enough time to rush upstairs to change out of my uniform and shove my new book under my bed before anybody would miss me. Tying up my hair, I flew back down the stairs, only for my arm to be captured in a death grip the moment my foot hit the clinic floor.

“Kilco, darling.” a sickeningly smooth voice practically purred. Gritting my teeth, I forced a smile onto my face and turned around to Mrs Hogan. Like all members of Kitty Marchant’s book club for the wives of pillars of the community, the portly woman was a regular. Something that had more to do with the book club’s fondness for copious amounts of wine that resulted in all manner of unexplained bruises and aches than any legitimate aliment. Mrs Hogan ran her hand down my arm, “is mummy home?”

Not for her. Doctor Kira would string me by my toes if I brought to her Mrs Hogan’s latest rash or sunburn for examination. Still, it wouldn’t do to say, so I made a show of looking around the clinic. My mother would be in the basement breathing down the neck of the latest brave soul who’d taken on the position of our chemist. Only two weeks in and Kira had already written him off as rabidly incompetent. He wouldn’t see the month out. But that wasn’t for Mrs Hogan to know, so I shook my head, “It wouldn’t appear so, but I’d be happy to help.”

Mrs Hogan released my arm as if it burnt and made a small chuckling sound that was almost reminiscent of a chickens gurgle, “I don’t believe you can, darling. It’s a matter for more mature ladies. I’m sure you recall the miracle solution that was the rage all those weeks ago…”

I thanked the Deities that my teeth were already so tightly clenched as she trailed off with cheeks brightly burning, “I see,” I said once secure enough to part my teeth, “this sounds like a real emergency. Let me see if I can’t find my mother to assist you.”

Without awaiting a response, I darted towards the basement door. Oh yes, the good doc would want to hear about this alright, and as for me, well, I wasn’t missing it for the world. 

I should’ve missed it. 

Oh boy, I should’ve ran for the hills and never returned, for that’s how long it would take to cleanse the small examination room of the deaths cologne. And even then, only if we rubbed strong chest ointment under our noses first. 

My tenth Summer, Doctor Kira had taken tenure at a silver mine by the beach. Through those long weeks my only companions had been a bale of turtles in a nearby rock pool. As the season drew to a close an overwhelming sadness consumed me at the thought of leaving behind my new friends. Doctor Kira had never allowed pets before, but I figured that once we arrived home in Bethany she couldn’t exactly send them back. It was ingenious. So, at dawn of our final day I’d stolen a jar to scoop two baby turtles up snug before hiding them inside a crate. But in all the cunningness of me, I’d forgotten to account for one teensy detail.

It was still Summer. 

Moments into unloading the crates at home, Doctor Kira knew exactly what I had done as a scent that could only be described as a diseased colon marinated in whale spew penetrated every corner of the clinic. It had been eye watering vile, and by the Deities, I would’ve given anything to sniff that aroma once more. 

“You know you’re always welcome to attend a book club meeting.” Mrs Hogan chirped away merrily, as if she couldn’t smell herself. 

The woman was a beast. 

“I’d sooner stab a fork through my eye.” Doctor Kira replied without looking up from between Mrs Hogan’s legs. Another wave of the horsemen of death’s armpit hit me and I choked. Not even the ocean’s deepest trenches could be that raw. I had no idea how my mother kept such a steady hand sitting so close to ground zero. Or how she was breathing at all. Against all odds, she grabbed another gauze and leaned in closer, “besides, I’ve never been anyone’s wife, let alone the wife of a commercial pillar.”

 Ah. My bastardry. A scandal that only the suicidal were brave enough to mock Doctor Kira for. Even though I was the good doc’s only child, it was still appropriate to label me the runt of the litter. Scrawny and short without a curve to my frame, most people reacted in disbelief once they learned of my age. It was such a stark difference to Doctor Kira’s tall and voluptuous build, a problem which was only further exaggerated by my round and pudgy face that was covered in an quarry of freckles. At least I’d inherited the same black hair and porcelain skin as my mother, though I’d lost the genetic lottery when it came to her icy blue eyes, being saddled instead with my father’s dull blue ones which never looked brilliant except when red from crying. If there was ever a great beauty staring back at me in the mirror, I didn’t see it, but if there was a hideous she-beast, I couldn’t recognize her either. I was just plain, uninspired me. 

“Which is a right shame. If you ask me-”

“I didn’t.”

“- being married is marvellous. It was actually Talon who first noticed the problem,” Deities calling, her poor husband, “speaking of which: have you found it?”

“Yep,” Kira said.

Another wave catapulted my senses. It was like smoke from a toxic fire that penetrated every pore with its chemical dew. I looked at my mother sitting in such close proximity to a smell so strong it should’ve been a colour and contemplated what my new life as an orphan would be like. Then, like a small mercy from the universe, the doorbell rang.

 “Leave it.”

There was an unspoken warning clear in Kira’s voice as I looked wistfully to the door. Abandoning my post by Mrs Hogan’s head would spell a world of trouble. A week of floor scrubbing at best. But at least I’d survive to endure it. 







“Oh, hear this— he then went in to smooch her, except she figured out his game and pulled away at the last second. Poor bugger tumbled right into the laundry pool. Suds and all.”

 As far as Bethany gossip went that was benign, but you’d never guess from the way Kirk the postman leaned over, slapping his knee and struggling to draw breath through his laughter. It was a badly concealed secret that Kirk was the biggest gossip in town. He could out whisper any old chatty Cathy. If something even mildly scandalous had happened, you could rest assured that Kirk would not only know every detail but had scientifically analysed them three times over by lunchtime. Having been on the receiving end of his rumour mill before, I usually went out of my way to avoid him. 

But not that day.

 That day his loose tongue was a lifeline. His chirping gave me a prime excuse to wait out the horror indoors, drawing air, glorious air, into my lungs. Forcing a smile, I asked, “what did Pricilla do next?”

“Well-” and off Kirk went on another gleeful tangent. Predictable as dangling veal before a street mutt. I blocked him out, preoccupied watching as one of the blackguard children from the poorer wings of the city effortlessly scaled the bluestone next door and shoved his filthy thumb into a pie resting on the balcony. Huh, maybe the good doc would be too preoccupied to get mad at me once the neighbours came piling on top of her for allowing the kids to use the patient bathhouse again. Gits.

“Are you listening, Miss Kilco?”

Blinking, I turned back to Kirk, “yes.”

Kirk shook his head with that judgemental expression I despised above all else. My fists involuntarily clenched as he reached into his mail bag, “I suppose this doesn’t matter to you,” he said with croak. Scratch that, I despised him most of all, “you know, I don’t typically make drop offs this late, but I was sorting through the morning mail when I found this. I knew it had to be delivered immediately.” He held the envelope in a peculiar manner, as if purposely ensuring the back was visible. I could see why. It was sealed by emerald wax with a depiction of a swan carrying a silver triquetra pressed into it. 

“That’s the seal of the Royal family of Ascot,” Kirk explained, as if I wouldn’t have recognized the seal myself. I took the envelope and flipped it over, unsurprised that it was addressed to a Dr. K. Escamilla, “what do you think they want?” Kirk asked too gleefully.

“I don’t know. Medical advice probably.”

“Oh yes,” Kirk nodded unironically like a bobble head doll, “you will tell me all the juicy details, won’t you?”

“Of course.” 

Yeah. Like that would happen. I bid Kirk farewell and closed the door tightly, fanning myself with the envelope. It was heavy. Too heavy to be a simple death notice or outbreak curtsy. Upstairs, I paced the hallway outside Doctor Kira’s office. The letter was addressed to a Dr. K. Escamilla. Technically speaking, I was a K. Escamilla. The whole doctor part was still a work in progress, but it would be understandable if I mistook the envelope as being addressed to me. Mistakes did happen, after all. I shook my head. My mother wouldn’t buy that excuse under the most innocent of circumstances. A letter from the Ascotian Royal family wasn’t innocent.

That left only one option.

 Pulling myself onto the window frame, I held the envelope to the stained glass. It was late in the afternoon, but enough light shone through that I could roughly make out some letters in the same green ink that had been elegantly scrawled on the front. However, it wasn’t clear enough to read and so I kneeled up higher, squinting while pushing the envelope closer against the glass-

“I’m guessing that’s for me.”

The envelope was ripped from my hand. I gulped and scrambled back down. “I was just-”

“I know what you were doing,” Kira said as she riffled through the pocket of her laboratory jacket, “don’t forget who taught you that trick. A-ha.” pulling out a stack of keys, Kira unlocked the door without looking up from the envelope. She made no move to slam it shut behind her and I took that as her invitation to follow. 

I stuck close to the bookshelf lined walls as Kira pulled out a letter opener, hoping that by making myself as small as possible she wouldn’t get agitated and throw me out. She read the letter once, twice, three times. It was only as she flipped to the first page to begin the fourth read through did I dare break the silence, “so what do they want?”

Kira glanced up before pausing her lips and placing the letter down, “Do you remember Doctor Guises?”

“Unusually short, face like a potato?”

“That’s the one,” she tipped her chair back, clasping her hands behind her head, “Guises has been their court physician for years. The letter says that he’s taken ill health and recommended me as his replacement.”

My heart skipped a beat, nails already digging into the soft flesh of my palms, “are we going to go?”

Kira snorted, the closest thing she’d ever show to mirth, “there’s no we here, Kilco,” she said and straightened up, all dregs of amusement gone as she looked me over, “I haven’t decided if I’m going yet. As unpopular the opinion is, you know I support the Royal family over the Priest. Still, it’s a big decision. Regardless of what I choose, you won’t be a part of it.”

 “Why not?” 

“You know why not.”

Ah. That’s what this was about. What everything was about. The incident that shall not be named— aptly titled for even the merest mention of it was still enough to send Kira running for her office to take comfort in a bottle of whiskey and her tatty copy of woolly sweaters for the mother’s heart. She’d never even touched the stupid book before it happened. It wasn’t fair. It hadn’t happened to her. It hadn’t happened to any of the townies who watched me with pitying eyes and asked in hushed voices if I was alright, as if I had no right to be. 

But I was better than okay. I was strong, without fear, and with unstoppable determination to reclaim my name. Even if I needed to die to do it. There was not enough opportunity in Bethany, but Ascot was bursting with choice. The universe always delivered, that’s what I believed, but try telling Doctor Kira that and she would’ve sent for the bed restraints. So instead I took a deep breath and counted to ten. I could always throw a fit later. 

“That was five years ago,” I said, opening my eyes to meet hers in what I hoped was mature calmness, “it wouldn’t happen now. It couldn’t. I’m sixteen. I no longer have time to run around, getting into mischief. I need to be dedicated to my studies,” Kira stared blankly at me and I swallowed. Yeah, maybe that wasn’t the best approach. I shifted my weight to my left foot, “besides, don’t you always say that you can only truly learn on the field? I’m going to have to get experience eventually if you expect me to qualify. Where better than in an infirmary you are personally in charge of?”

She exhaled, pushing her spectacles further up her nose. Gotcha. “I do say that a lot, don’t I?” she asked, huffing when I nodded, “war isn’t a game, Kilco. If you mess around like you do here, people die. Or worse.”

“I know.”

“Oh yeah? Prove it,” she dropped the penknife into the drawer and slammed it, “the answer is no, but I’ll make you a deal. If you can go two weeks without getting in trouble, I’ll reconsider.”

“Deal,” I said. A little too quickly if the narrowing of her eyes were any indication.

“That means no fighting, no stealing and no skipping classes to disappear for hours. If you’re late to clinic by a tenth of a second, you lose. If a single hair on your head touches another person, you lose. If-”

“Okay, I understand,” I held up my hands, “I won’t so much as think ugly thoughts for two weeks, starting now. There will be no trouble. You’ll see. I can do this.”

“I’d love to believe that, but I know you. You can’t help yourself,” she ran her hands over her face and picked up the letter, “whatever. Who knows, you might exceed all expectations. I hope you do. Now, get out. I have paperwork. Go clean exam room three,” I physically felt the colour drain from my face. Kira glanced up, a malicious glint in her eyes, “unless you want to back out already.”

My mother was an evil woman, but I wouldn’t give up so easily. Silently, I turned and opened the door. I was going to Ascot, even if I had to curl up and live in Mrs Hogan’s smalls drawer to get there. It was only two weeks. How bad could it be?
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Fear of strangers




“Do you suppose the Shield has taken a bride yet?” One of the older wives asked around the needle in her mouth. It took every ounce of willpower not to snatch it and stab it into my ear. Traditionally trains had been the primary mode of transportation between Ascot and Bethel. Dirty, noisy machines that polluted the air with black smoke that made the city dogs howl. Deities, what I wouldn’t have given to be riding in a train carriage at that moment. But the war had stolen any chance of that, forcing the long journey to Ascot to be made via long-abandoned trade paths in the back of a merchant caravan.

Had that been that it would’ve been tolerable. A week on the road with a group of wealthy merchants and their wives and daughters who had little to entertain them other than quiet quilting. Hardly a grand adventure, but tolerable. 

However, due to some dreadful weather— or because the Ascotian Royal guard couldn’t be roused from bed to assist—we were having more than a spot of trouble with the local wildlife.  Struggling through the final leg of the journey, we found ourselves sufficiently stranded in the thickest part of the infamously dense Chicora Woods. To me, it seemed like something of considerable concern as far as emergencies go, and yet, for a while at least, it appeared that nobody paid any heed to our absence at market. 

By the third day, with their quilts done and polished, the wives had waddled about in pairs, gossiping and complaining, though never admitting to either. By the fourth day, I volunteered to hike out for help. That offer fell on deaf ears, and when pushed I was shut down with ‘ooh’ and ‘um’ and ‘we don’t know where the blazers we are’, which was ridiculous. The branches of Ascot’s Armoury were clear on the horizon like a tall leafy beacon. Though I may not have agreed with its purpose on principle, I would’ve recognized its colossal girth anywhere and could have found it in my sleep.

Ascot was the only significant Kingdom left who followed the Armoury system of old and believed themselves superior for it. The system had been developed in the immediate chaos left behind by the fall of the great technological empires, to reaffirm each race’s sovereignty over their own people, and a kiloyear past was where it should’ve remained. Most everybody else who’d developed past barbarism had moved back to a single monarchy, or better yet, democracy. Yet Ascot clung to that artifact like political lifeblood, even though everybody, everywhere, knew that regardless of how many armourers they sat inside that giant tree, the Ascotian Royal family held all the cards. Everybody, except the Ascotians. Except perhaps deep down, under all the arrogance and righteousness, they did know— for the armourers had all been slaughtered by one of their own. 

Regardless, they wouldn’t allow me to walk. The good doc mused that if I was so desperate to stretch my legs, I could always hike back the way from which we’d come. 

I had shut my mouth after that. 

After a week, and within hours of me ranking my companions on meatiness, salvation arrived. After the refugee camp kitchens reported a lack of essentials and the nobles complained of a lack of certain luxuries— mountain mink scarves were particularly fashionable that season— the Ascotian Princess had dispatched assistance. The Royal Guard couldn’t be bothered, of course, preoccupied doing necessary things to secure their efforts at war. At the same time, most of the Knights in her court bore the title in name only as the slighted second and third born sons of noble houses who could contribute very little in the way of knightly deeds. Thus, they could not be expected to be dispensed at the leisure of their Princess to solve frivolous issues of the common folk, least they break a freshly manicured nail which wouldn’t serve well their reputation amongst the aristocracy. Or the nobs, as we frivolous common folk called them. And so, the Princess had been forced to enlist the help of the foot troops.  

Any relief that came with being saved dissipated with their arrival. Poor bastards were on the front line for everything. They didn’t need to be coming for our asses too. Doctor Kira had jumped down one of the trio’s throats so hard that the fin atop their head twitched, and I remained on the cart with the wives and the game they’d made out of gossip.

“No, Marjorie, I doubt the Shield has taken a bride,” replied one of the middle-aged women without looking up from her stitching, “handsome as he may be, he’s still Ordenian. They haven’t any social sensitivities, I’m afraid.”

“Such a shame,” sighed another, “he has such a lovely quality to him.”

At that point the youngest and only unwedded of the lot looked up from her patch of the quilt with wistful eyes, “yes,” she agreed, “he certainly does.”

The older women gave her a very concerned type of stare, and the young lady blushed, turning back to her cross-stitch. That was enough for me. I might’ve abided judgmental looks and gossiping biddies, but I couldn’t stomach praise for the Shield of Ascot. Royalty was one thing but entombing an infant on something as arbitrary as a birthmark and using that as proof that they were chosen by the Deities was beyond my scope of belief. And I believed in the Deities. Usually. If he was destined to save Ascot, where was the Shield the night the armourers were killed? Not there to shield them, obviously. And the Sword of Ascot? That one I was convinced wasn’t real. Nobody could explain what he did, nor had anybody ever seen him in the flesh. At least, not in the books I’d read. 

As we passed through some roughly constructed gate, Ascot’s Armoury stretched so high above that its shade obstructed the rays of the sun, making the surrounding trees shed leaves of a darker green and the birds chirp as if every hour was sundown. A hedge maze hugged its base, raised up on a hillock to meet what appeared to be a courtyard of columns. It was a miraculous sight, a wonder of nature that poets had lamented fondly throughout history, and I enjoyed none of it. Underwhelmed, I leapt from the moving cart and walked alongside my mother through the sea of white tents, ignoring her bickering with our guide.

Impressed or not, it was impossible to look away from the swaying colossal of a tree. There was an undeniable air of…something that demanded attention. It was too big, too beautiful, and it filled me with a sense of foreboding. Something that unnaturally large and ancient had to hide a secret or a dozen, and likely a ghost. There were places throughout time that nobody seemed to know the full history of, like they would crumble and sink, only to re-emerge, the same but new. Death had painted the Armoury’s walls like ash, spirits embedded into the bark and weaved into the strangled weeds that climbed the trunk like vines. The air felt colder in places, each footstep like walking across a grave. I’m certain scientists could name the phenomenon, but what did I know? Nobody else seemed affected by the haunting presence of a cathedral tree. 

Footsteps crackled the gravel as the path dipped down, pulled up, narrowed into one lane. Occasionally a merchant would duck under the chain links that separated tent from tent to answer the cheerful cries of those overjoyed at their timely arrival and recover the gold krona for goods they’d brought. Yet nobody else seemed perturbed by the upturned tricycle in the grass with its wheel still spinning, the barren pines decorated with the disembodied heads of dolls or the unseasonable scent of pear that drifted high in the air: all overseen by that eye of mother nature, frowning down upon us. Then, suddenly, they were. 

It was as if a flip had been switched. One moment everybody was laughing and jeering, the next everything went still. The wives drew their children close, shielding their eyes with their hands while averting their own to the floor. One merchant ruffled about in his wares to withdraw a bottle of long soured milk, dabbing it against the wheels of each cart to drip like blossoms in the grass. An old superstition. I looked around with eager curiosity.

To the left and slightly ahead, the road broke its gravel and turned to dirt at the base of a large metal gate. A series of complex locks clenched it shut, but that wasn’t the feature that caused a loss of rationale. A sigil had been drawn upon the gate in red paint, a collection of lines, circles, and triangles that intertwined to form a mockery of an eye. Such a sigil could symbolize only one thing.

 Ilvarjo.

I’d grown up hearing stories of the mysterious, red-eyed race indebted to protect the Ascotian Royal family. Everybody had. They were the monsters under the bed that exhausted parents exploited to make unruly children sleep. You better behave before the blood-eyes steal you from the shadows, so desperate was their desire for young blood that they have to keep their own children masked and bandaged as if mortally wounded just to control the urge.

 Doctor Kira never indulged me in such stories. Unintelligible dribble she’d called them. To her a person was a person, regardless of eye colour, gills, or skin texture; they all bleed, pissed and shit the same. She’d once mused that the adults who spread such fear only did so because on some level they themselves believed it. Judging by the way a woman was crab walking alongside the cart in an effort to avoid looking at what was already so well hidden, I had to agree. 

One merchant spat a little too close to my mother’s foot, drawing her attention away from the unfortunate guard she’d been bickering with for the past two hours. She shot the man an icy glare, “you kiss your mother with that mouth, do you?” The man had the courtesy to look sheepish as he dashed away, leaving Kira to look around for the source of their disgust and scoffed as her eyes fell on the gate. The troop snorted and Kira turned, “you’ve got something intelligent to add, do you? Let’s hear it.”

The troop looked taken aback, but cleared their throat and replied in a dull, automatic drone, “the Ilvarjo are loyal guardians of the Royal family.”

“Yeah,” Kira said dryly and turned from the gate, “funny how nobody remembers that they are almost all dead as a result.”

Near the base of the tree fading sunlight did its best to penetrate the thick foliage that was the result of thousands of years of uninhibited growth and failed miserably at it. We were down to only three carts by the time we arrived at the mouth of the hedge maze, and I was beyond ready to leave behind the week of green, gossiping limbo.

“Halt. Friend or foe?”

It was a need that wouldn’t come quick. 

A solidarity green caped guard stood before the iron gate in the mouth of those towering hedges, his spear and shield up as if preparing for a fight. If he wasn’t careful, I would’ve given him one, foul was my mood. 

“Friend,” our guide replied.

“Prove it.”

“Not very clever, is he?” Kira drawled as she looked pointedly at her new friend’s green uniform. The troop stepped forward, causing the guard to raise their spear, as the gate behind him swung open to a heavily armoured guard. He was a ruggedly handsome chap, even if he must’ve been approaching forty. Blonde and chiselled jawed, a prominent scar cut through his left lower lip, leaving him with a permanent smile. I assumed it had been caused by sneaking up on some poor unsuspecting soul if the way he grasped the guard’s shoulder was any indication. The shifty guard spun around so quickly it was a miracle the man wasn’t impaled, only to stumble backwards with a stammer.

 “Forgive me, Commander Ramsey, I didn’t-”

The supposed Commander Ramsey held up his hand and smiled so the scar tissue stretched, “It’s no issue, General. Though in future I suggest you lift your visor before your weapon,” he stepped past the guard and placed one hand on his hip, “is there a Doctor Kira Escamilla of the Republic of Bethel present?”

“Here,” my mother yelled, raising her hand high in the air before bringing it down on the foot troops back “nice job out there, Daniel.”

“It’s Danielle.”

Kira tipped her head and eyed them over before shrugging, “whatever.” 

With that said, Kira marched off without an utterance of apology, which must’ve stung since Danielle was very clearly a woman. Sparing the gawking troop a small smile, I sped after my mother as she stood before Commander Ramsey. He extended his hand, “Doctor Escamilla, it is my honour to welcome you to the Armoury refugee camp on behalf of Her Grace-” Kira held her hand inches from his face, causing Ramsey to start backwards. “Doctor?”

“First, it’s Doctor Kira. Doctor Escamilla was my grandfather, and I am already twice the physician he ever was,” twice as humble too, “second, if the Princess wishes to welcome me she is more than capable of doing so herself.”

“Her Grace intends to, this is just-”

“Third, I want my belongings delivered to my infirmary before I arrive, so adjustments can be made immediately. Fourth…no, scratch that. Three’s all I got.” 

Commander Ramsey’s mouth hung open, and he worked it back and forth before swallowing, “I-” he coughed before continuing, “I’m afraid I haven’t been informed on which infirmary is yours as of yet.” 

“Well, seeing as I’ve been contracted as the head Physician, I’d dare say the big one,” Kira spoke slowly as if speaking to a child.

Ramsey turned to the guard and cleared his throat, “did you get all that?”

“Yes, Commander.” 

“Good. Please follow me, Doctor Kira.”

Immediately after passing through the gate, we were met with a grandiose tent that had been erected there, hidden from view by the high hedges. Several other grand tents dotted each side, but the almost liquid silkiness of the largest reflected so readily that it seemed to generate its own light to combat the lack of natural sunlight.

 Inside it was easy to forget we were in the forest at all. Floorboards and rugs covered the grass, while vibrant tapestries and artworks decorated the walls. The halls were wide enough to be filled with expensive-looking hardwood furniture. It was indeed a tent for Royalty, a portable palace. It had even been split into sections, and each time we passed through another solid door, more voices rang like crystal.

“What is it with Royalty and big doors?” Kira whispered in my ear as we approached the most massive door since entering. Naturally, this is where Commander Ramsey stopped and bowed deeply at the waist before slipping inside with a mumbled excuse. Less than a minute later, the door reopened. 

It wasn’t Ramsey who stepped out, but a man in ivory tails. Portly and fast approaching the uppermost limits of middle age, he looked us over with disinterested beady eyes which were almost swallowed by the drapes of flesh hanging from his forehead. There was something off about his salt and pepper hair and the way it slipped about. He stepped forward, indicating for the guards at either side of the door to do so too, “You are Doctor Kira Escamilla, I presume?” he asked in that posh accent which was found only in major cities and country estates.

“Commander Hottie didn’t tell you?” 

“Indeed,” the man pushed tiny golden spectacles up his button nose, “we are most delighted to host you and your…daughter, and you haven’t arrived a moment too soon. I am Sir Heston Burgerdella, head Butler of the Ascotian Royal Court. Momentarily, I will escort you into the war room, where you have been granted an audience with Her Royal Highness, The Crown Princess Amicia, Heir apparent to the Ivory throne of the Kingdom of Ascot, and acting leader of the Ascotian rebellion. This is a tremendously rare privilege, and as such, there is protocol you are expected to follow at all times. Upon admittance you will immediately bow and straighten only when instructed, you will speak only when spoken to, and under no circumstances will you look Her Highness in the eye. Respect will be paramount in everything you do. If you— yes, Doctor, what is it?”

My mother lowered her hand and shrugged, “I’m just wondering, did they have to numb your asshole to shove that stick inside?” 

To Heston’s credit, all he did was blink spastically. “Yes, I’ve heard you are like this,” he said when he finally spoke, “it is an outrageous thing to say, though if you cannot refrain from insults, do dispose of them now. You will not speak in such a manner before our Princess. She is the last remaining heir to the noblest bloodline in existence. She deserves your utmost respect.”

“She is not our Princess, Butler,” Kira looked down her nose as she towered over the portly man, “we are from Bethel, where respect is earned. Especially my respect. Nobody earns it on account of accident of birth. I will grant your Princess the exact same common courtesy I’d grant to any stranger.”

Doctor Kira Escamilla had never granted a stranger any common courtesy that I’d witnessed. Heston seemed to sense this, for he stared at my mother with a reddening, determined face, but it was like watching a feather tickling a Poota’s butt and expecting it to budge. They stared at each other, neither making a move to compromise until there was a knock on the door. It was quick and sharp, but it was enough to break Heston’s resolve. He wiped a hand over his sweaty brow before returning three precise knocks. 

“You may enter.” 

The room was much larger than should’ve been possible for a tent and an immensely circular table was placed at its centre. In the largest seat at the table, with her back towards a carved ivory statue of a swan, a young woman sat clad in ceremonial armour. 

“Your Highness,” Heston said cordially with a deep bow, “Doctor Kira Escamilla of the Republic of Bethel and her daughter are honoured to make your acquaintance.” When neither of us made to bow, Heston cleared his throat and made a downward motion with his hand. Sighing, I picked the hem of my dress up and curtsied. Kira snorted. 

“Shut up,” I hissed. 

“Apologies, my lady.”

Heston’s face went red, his cheeks puffed out. “Doctor Escamilla, I insist-”

“Heston,” the woman rose from her chair, though her face remained calm, “thank you for the kind introduction, but you may leave us,” she inclined her head at Ramsey who was leaning against the wall, “you all may leave us.”

“But Your Highness,” Heston spluttered.

The Princess smiled fondly, “I assure you that no harm shall befall me, Heston. Lady Ilana will remain to guard me.” A pale figure appeared by her side, as if dispatching from the seams of reality itself. My breath catching in my throat was the only thing that prevented me from gasping. If each feature of the woman’s face were taken apart for individual evaluation, flaws would’ve been found in each. Too sharp, too full, too angular, but together they each balanced the other to make an impossibly picturesque beauty with long, toned limbs and hair of pale flaxen silk that would’ve stopped any man in the street, and more than a few women. 

Had it not been for her eyes.

 My mother stiffened, and the Princess smiled. “May I introduce Lady Ilana Lukasiak of Goonawarra Valley, my most trusted advisor and the free leader of my Ilvarjo.” she indicated to the woman, who looked out with a distinctly bored expression. Her eyes were not what I’d been expecting. Oh, they were red alright, but not the bright red that would burn bright in the dead of night like the legends had promised. They were a deep shade of scarlet that might’ve appeared brown in certain light, like spilled wine or, indeed, blood.  

“No need,” Kira said, “We’ve met before.” That was enough to draw my attention. The good doc was glaring with undisguised distaste as if the Ilvarjo had just told her general infirmary had been cancelled. That was news to me. Many times, and often against my will, Doctor Kira had told me the stories of her days as a field physician, but never once had she mentioned meeting an Ilvarjo. It was an outrage. No, it was ridiculous. It was…confusing, for when I looked back at the Ilvarjo, really looked, there was something in her face, her eyes, the way she held herself as the tight grey uniform clung to her body, that was vaguely familiar.

“Honestly?” The Princess asked. She looked at the Ilvarjo, who nodded once. The Princess smiled, “you must tell me that story someday soon, but for now,” she moved from her chair. Her armour had been made to be impressive rather than functional and it twinkled in the torchlight. Polished to perfection, the ivory had been carved to depict the seals of each Ascotian race, her swan most prominent of all upon the chest piece. I’d learned long ago that appearance was of the utmost importance when dealing with dignitaries, and the Princess was a vision with her pretty face and lean figure found only amongst those who led highly active lifestyles or engaged in regular crash dieting. She floated closer, coming to a stop before us, “I have a proposition for you, Doctor Escamilla.”

“It’s Doctor Kira,” the good doc corrected automatically, “and I think that goes without saying, hence us being here and all.”

The Princesses laugh tinkled, “that’s no longer a proposition, that is agreed upon. You are aware from our correspondence that my former head physician has been forced into early retirement. We miss him dearly each day. However, that is not the sole reason I asked for you. It’s because you are also a renowned professor of medical arts. You see, Doctor Guises and I had an agreement I would like to continue with you.”

Kira tapped her foot, “Princess, renowned professor or not, I’m not a miracle worker. If your medical personnel are not trained there’s only so much I can achieve in a war zone.”

The Princess smiled, “Doctor Kira, I speak not of my physicians. You will find them adequately trained. I’d like you to teach me.”

Kira raised a brow, “have you run out of party plans to oversee or something?”

“Doctor, I’m sure you can appreciate that overseeing plans is not enough,” the dainty quality to Amicia’s voice was replaced with a more husky tone, “sitting in these fancy rooms, talking to fancy people who make everything difficult, is not enough. I must be able to help my people in a more substantial way. I’m trained to fight, yet neither my guard and Ilvarjo ever allow me close enough to battle to be of use. Your hesitation is understandable, but know-”

“Alright, don’t get your knickers in a twist,” Kira said, “I’ll teach you.” 

“What?” 

“I beg your pardon?” 

The first was me, the second the Princess, who stared at Kira with equal intensity.

“I’ve never turned down anybody willing to learn, and I’m not about to start now. Though I cannot promise success” Kira explained with her hands on her hips, “but there are conditions.”

“Of course. Anything.”

Kira adjusted her spectacles, “You will treat each patient who comes to you for help as an equal. You will show no favouritism. Agree, and I will teach you all I can.” Never had she had such conditions, her rules usually limited to ‘jump before I say jump’ and ‘mess up the tonic cabinet and die’. I glanced at her face, but she didn’t look back, her eyes trained firmly on the cold, unblinking ones of the Ilvarjo.

My mother had to stay behind for some sort of introduction hoo-ha with the other physicians. It was easy to tell who had the pleasure of working with her before. They hung back, pale and fidgety, while the rest bounced in to greet the good doc with wide-eyed eagerness 

Deities save them. 

That left me trying to make my way to the infirmary that was to be my new home alone. Or it would’ve had Princess Amicia not linked arms with me on the way out, almost giving me a heart attack right there on the floorboards. I looked around for the Ilvarjo woman, hoping she’d come rescue me by pulling the Princess away, but she was nowhere to be found. 

Deities save me. 

The servants flattened themselves against the walls with their heads down turned as we passed, as if afraid to touch their Princess even on accident. If she noticed, she didn’t say. In fact, she said nothing at all as her cornflower blue eyes examined me with the oddest of expressions, as if looking at me physically hurt.

 Unable to meet her gaze, I looked over my shoulder at the two guards following only feet away. I hadn’t even heard them approach. They wore identical bodysuits of grey, made from some sort of light leather I couldn’t identify, with only dark tabards to protect them from the elements. Their faces were obscured by tight face masks and thick hoods. The only distinguishing feature on either was their blood red eyes. And even they were identical.

The Princess mimicked my movement before growling and making some complex movement with her hand. The Ilvarjo fell back, and Amicia’s eyes were back on me, her red-painted lips frozen in a small smile. It was only once outside of the tent did she speak, “it’s Kilco, correct?” Odd to think she’d been clutching me like an old friend without knowing my name. I nodded, “since we will be working together, call me Amicia when alone. It’s only right.” She didn’t even allow me to respond before pulling me into a tight hug which stretched on longer than any hug between strangers should. When it finally ended, Amicia pushed my hair off my face. Tears welled in her eyes and she cleared her throat, “we’re going to be the best of friends, Kilco. I just know it.”

The way she said that didn’t make her friendship sound like a good thing. 








  
  Four
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Fear of the wind




“Careful. To the left. My left. Careful, care-” the cart tipped over spilling tonic vials, herbs and other healing products into the mud. The supervising medic exploded, “what part of careful do you oafs bloody not understand?” he shrieked at the sheepish apprentice healers who’d been pushing the cart up the bumpy road, “you’re useless, the bunch of ya.”

It was difficult not to smirk at the ridiculousness of the tiny medic berating the six strapping young men into submission. Had it been any other day I might’ve stayed to enjoy the spectacle with a laugh. But not that day. That day I had better things to do. 

Leaving them to their theatrics, I followed the rainwater filled wheel tracks in hopes they would lead to the infirmary, but honestly, it would’ve been impossible to miss even if I’d walked blindly. By the river, in the far corner of the camp, a small field had been cleared. Once it might have been grazing land for wildlife, but recent activity — namely an army on the move in need of firewood — had widened it considerably. An outpost of tents had been erected, the most imposing of which had a blue caduceus stitched into its canvas roof.  If that wasn’t enough proof that I’d found my people, the white aprons being worn by the people lounging and smoking in the outdoor mess hall would have been.

Doctor Kira was going to have fun here.

I received a few looks as I walked through the field towards the big tent but paid them no heed. It was best they didn’t know who I was until they could be introduced to the boss. 

Inside, rows upon rows of metal beds had been set up and almost all were occupied. Pained cries, the moans of the mortally wounded, and the soothing of a scrubbing brush invaded my ears. I inhaled deeply. The scent of cleaning chemicals and blood, mixed with something earthy that covered the more offensive smells was home, right there in a foreign country. Something cold and moist tickled my face, and I looked up. A piping system ran the length of that large central room, spurting out cool, fresh air. We’d have to get something like that for the clinic in Bethany. The good doc would love it. 

Sighing, I leaned down to adjust the strap on my pack, only to jump back with a yelp when a dark hand shoved itself in my face. “Sorry, did I frighten you?” a sweet voice asked. 

No, that’s just my native greeting. Rolling my eyes, I glanced up at the dark-skinned girl with the curliest hair I ever did see standing before me, her hand still dangling in my face. I took a step back, shaking my head. The girl smiled, “that’s good. I’m Melly Parkins.”

“Kilco,” I gingerly place my fingers into her hand, “Kilco Escamilla.”

“I know who you are,” the girl, apparently named Melly, said as she grasped my fingers in a crushing grip, “I’m a big fan of your mother. Her research into quick-absorbing tonics is unmatched anywhere in the world.”

“She knows.”

The girl released my poor fingers and took a step back, still smiling brightly, “I’ve been awaiting your arrival all week. I was personally handpicked by Doctor Guises as his apprentice, and with his untimely retirement, Deities bless him, I’m hoping that Doctor Kira will accept me as hers. I swear that half the medics here claim to have trained under her, and they are among the best I’ve seen. Even if she won’t accept me, to work with her would be an absolute privilege.”

She said that with such pure conviction that all I could do was smile and massage my fingers.             My mother was going to eat her alive. 







It’s been said that it takes sixty-six days for new routines to become habitual. I lasted eleven. Melly Parkins made it too easy to fall back into bad habits. When Doctor Kira said jump, Melly’s feet were already back on the ground, her knees locked to go again. She was a hard worker and a keen listener, ready to take on as many patients as she could. She would’ve tried to cure the entire infirmary single-handedly if we’d let her. 

And I would’ve let her. 

Within days, Doctor Kira was trusting her with tasks she’d never even entertained letting me attempt. Within a week, Melly was well and truly the backbone of the infirmary, and though Kira berated and insulted her more than anybody else, there was a sense of pride when the ‘stupid girl’ succeeded. She took the time to talk her through the intricate stitch or troublesome drain. In every way, Kira watched Melly closely, which in turn left her less time to loom over me.

 Every morning I rushed through my duties— emptied bedpans, changed bandages, drained abscesses— before announcing that I was off to study and sneaking out the back door. 

The refugee camp was a weird place. The wind seemed responsible for everything there. It blew unseen doors open-and-shut, open-and-shut, all day long. It made the tall grass wave from behind trees, whispering in words that couldn’t be heard. At sunset and near dawn the sound of dogs barking, howling, and snarling beaconed on its call. I asked the man on the porch of the ramshackle supply store what set them off, and he’d quickly replied, “there ain’t no dogs nowhere around here, Miss.” After that, the dogs were all I heard. But no matter how weird the camp was, the people who resided there were even stranger. They were all the same people we had at home, but it was as if the cultures had been flipped. 

I’d gone searching for mushrooms one afternoon, the putrid yet fragrant odour of decaying russala drawing me to the riverbank. Where mushrooms had grown once they would again, I figured. I was wrong. The river flowed calm and steady in one direction, occasionally rippling in the wind or breaking against the pebbled bank. Oaks hunched there from old age, their moss-covered branches kissing the mirrored surface like the tentacles of an ancient water monster slowly clawing their way to the other side. 

I’d leaned over the balustrade of a rickety wooden bridge to drop a pebble into the deep waters below. It seemed to splash for minutes. Frogs silenced, flies stopped buzzing, even the rip went still as the small stone was swallowed. Then, it was thrown back. A head of fuzzy brown hair poked up from the waterline, with what I assumed to be a frown — it was hard to read motion on such smooth skin — as its amphibian-like nostrils flared. I lowered my eyes to their peach chest, flat and utterly devoid of human characteristics other than its basic shape, and examined the gemstones covering it. 

The Mariquil in Bethel wouldn’t be caught dead covering their gills in pretty stones. They were free spirits, a result of the abundance of gingeweed they smoked. They spent their nights moving from pub to pub, hydrating themselves on dragon spit, and strumming those mystical instruments that could be heard only underwater. The Mariquil of Ascot, however, were pompous asses of the highest order. Their rudeness seemed directly correlated to the number of gems covering their body, and this one was bejewelled to the stars. It scoffed, holding the seaweed tome in its hands close before spitting a mouthful of water at my face. 

I avoided the river after that.

One place I didn’t avoid was the gate of the Ilvarjo camp. As the apprentice of the head physician, I had access to all areas of camp but never could work up the courage to walk inside. Instead, I sat across the path, picking the petals off blossoms and listening to the jingle of wind chimes while watching them come and go. Most dressed in uniform — bodysuit, tabard, mask, bandages, hood. All in grey, all blonde, all red-eyed. It was like watching clones coming and going, but not once did I see their leader again.

Until a morning came where I’d been coerced into reorganizing the storage room. Doctor Kira had a very particular order to how things had to be organized, and apparently the apprentice healers were all idiots who didn’t know a cotton bandage from a compression one, so that left only me. I was busy wondering why the blazers we had a crate full of left socks when the good doc stormed in, huffing and puffing. “I can’t deal with this shit today,” she’d spat, flinging herself atop of a crate while digging into her pocket for the silver case that held her cigarettes, “I’m too close to retirement to lose my license now. You have young blood. You deal with them.”

That hadn’t been a request. 

I heard him before I was even halfway down the hall. A contagious laugh bellowed from the central room, so loud that a few patients were covering their ears when I stepped inside to find the flawless Ilvarjo standing beside the largest Poota I had ever seen. Tall and muscular, the horns curving out high above his brow must’ve each weighed more than a cart. Blood dripped from a cut to stain the heavy bangles weaving their way up his beefy silver arm, but he didn’t seem to care in the slightest as his head was thrown back in a fit of laughter that wiggled his pointed ears and white beard. Whatever he found so funny the Ilvarjo didn’t share his amusement as she watched on with a bored expression, picking listlessly at her perfectly neat braid. 

With my heart constricting in my chest, I made my way over. The Poota stopped laughing, a smile on his thin lips as I craned my neck. Grim’s teeth, he was a behemoth. Even with him sitting on the bed, I barely reached his bicep, which was easily the size of my head. I was contemplating running for some rope to measure myself against it when he reached out his hand.

 It was a strange handshake. By the looks of him, it should’ve pummelled me into dust, but he was surprisingly gentle. More so than Melly had been. “Who are you, little bird?” his deep voice that carried in such tight quarters.

“Kilco Escamilla.” 

The Poota looked me over with shocking amber eyes, “you’re the Doctor they’ve all been moaning about? I imagined you to be much older.”

“Doctor Kira is her mother, Issak,” the Ilvarjo’s airy melodic accent was so different from the Ascotians who all said the letter R too hard. Their whole language was shaped around it, at times it even invaded words it shouldn’t. Skate doesn’t have an r in it. Neither does lake, I believe. In comparison, the lilted Ilvarjo accent oozed like fresh honey. My mouth watered.  

The Poota, Issak, laughed once more as he held out his arm, and while I stitched the cut as best I could through the bangles, he re-enacted the fight between him and the Ilvarjo that had caused the wound in the first place,“-then I dodged away just in time, but bam!” Issak slapped his arm, the imaginary dagger in his hand, demonstrating the blow. He was so different from the Poota in Bethel, who kept only to themselves in a militant order. Issak teetered and tottered left then right, before falling to his back, shaking the bed. Thankfully the stitching was all done, or he might’ve lost his arm. He sat up with another booming laugh and shook his head, white beard swaying, “anyway, lesson learned. Never underestimate an Ilvarjo with a dagger. They can throw them like lightning. You done?” 

“Just about,” I stepped back to examine my handiwork, “it’s as good as I can get without removing the bangles.”

“No can do, little Miss,” Issak said cheerfully, “these represent every Poota who has ever challenged my leadership and lost. Asking me to remove them is like asking Ilana here to remove this,” Issak flicked a red earring in the Ilvarjo’s left earlobe, right beside the silver wedding ring.

 My heart dropped.

 Looking as bored as ever, the Ilvarjo stepped out of his reach, “if your arm isn’t to be amputated, I have to be going. I have lessons to oversee. Do you require anything else?” 

“Nah, I’ll be right. Always am,” Issak said before cocking his head, “but I’ll be even more right if you get me a beer, though.”

“I’ll get right on that,” Lady Ilana said with such disinterest that I wasn’t sure she would.

“And get yourself two while you’re at it,” Issak said and winked at me, “you humans really need to work on your tolerance more.”

I wondered how he’d react if he learned that I didn’t drink at all. 

“I’m working on it,” Lady Ilana turned without sparing me a glance as if I wasn’t there at all. My fists clenched as she looked back at Issak, “and thank you for saying what you did.”

“You all need to stop thanking me or I might get used to it,” he said gruffly, “but you’re welcome. You know the Poota creed: the son of my brother is my son.” Lady Ilana stared at him for a long moment before walking away, leaving behind only the scent of pink pepper and a burn that only one place could soothe. 

It was impossible to say what came first at The Pantless Priest. There were dilapidated barns by every turn in the forest, and each was painted black as if charred in some long-forgotten fire. Nobody seemed to know who had built them, or even what their original purpose had been, but it mattered little for the largest had found a new legacy as the most happening place in camp. 

Primarily because it was the only happening place in camp.

Rumour had it that the name was inspired when one drunk Corporal had whipped up a crude caricature of the Kaori Priest, Lord Deniliquin with his pants around his ankles, prying apart his love cheeks for the whole world to see his heritage. Everybody had been so overjoyed that the drawing hung proudly from the loft, letting all who passed know that bastard Deniliquin was indeed a small dick. 

Whenever not on duty most of the foot troops and camp staff could be found at The Priest drinking away their sorrows. They had lots to drink to. At the beginning of the war, four years prior, it had been reported that the Ascotian resistance had close to forty-thousand troops at its disposal. If that was true, the resistance had been plagued by tragedy ever since as the numbers around camp were nowhere near that. When I had asked one injured troop under my care about it he’d sighed wearily and replied that the Kaori priest had found allies in the many countries that had long felt slighted by one of the most powerful kingdoms in the world. The thought sent shivers down my spine. 

The Ascotian Kaori were already infamous for their band of all-female warriors. Not even the Kaori pirates who terrorized trader ships near Bethel were as feared. It was little wonder the troops spent their free time so blindly drunk that they couldn’t see who walked through the door and just cheered loudly whenever it opened. It was sad, but not sad enough to stop walking in and out of that barn multiple times a day just to feel the thrill of such a welcome.

That’s how I found myself in the Pantless Priest one cloudy afternoon, cringing at the sickly-sweet taste of dragon spit. I never drank the syrupy drink because my mother had warned it would rot my teeth, but I’d brought it because it was the cheapest drink there and I’d lost all my krona playing poker with some Sergeant who had to be acting drunker than he was. Nobody was that good at cards when blind. Nobody.

A cooling flush of fresh air hit my face, cutting through the smoke and must as the drunken cheers roared. I glanced up and groaned at the three familiar faces whose names I never could remember, not that I tried too hard. They called themselves my friends, I called them my friendly acquaintances. I didn’t want friends, didn’t need friends, couldn’t have friends. Friends were there when you fell, but I didn’t need somebody to catch me. I wanted everybody to see me fall.

They frolicked over, chirping away incessantly as I sipped my drink and tried to block them out. One said something about the Shield, and my agitation increased tenfold. That’s why I was at the Priest in the first place. The Shield of Ascot had arrived back at camp that morning and everything was abuzz. Doctor Kira had been ordered to thoroughly examine him and the bubbling inside boiled. I had to get away. 

“Did you hear what I said?” one of my friendly acquaintances asked while shaking my arm, “the Shield of Ascot is fighting the blood-eyes whore in the foot troops training yard. You’re missing it.”

“Blood-eyes whore?” The slur tasted sour in my mouth, “you mean Lady Ilana?”

“Yeah,” he said, pulling, “come on.”

Scowling, I slammed my cup down with a bang. Life never was sweet without the sour.
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Fear of wolves







The sun stung mesy eyes as I allowed myself to be dragged to the training grounds. Half the camp must have been there. Old, young, middle-aged: people from all walks of life had crammed into that small yard to gather in a circle and cheer and scream for the Shield’s victory. I grit my teeth, praying that Lady Ilana would not lose to this boy. Being short and scrawny, nobody cared much when I pushed to the front, staring at the ground the entire time, unwilling to be caught dead there least somebody mistook me for caring. Which I didn’t. No way.

Only once my knee banged against the arena fence did I look up and confusion flooded in. In my mind, I’d painted the Shield of Ascot as a born fraud. To think that one could be so beloved by Deities who’d never helped me made it difficult to breathe. Yet, as I watched this boy so deeply kissed by the sun circle around Lady Ilana in a crouched and unrefined stance, something inside clicked. It was the eyes. The secrets of life were in the eyes, the way they spoke and communicated what lips never could. Tragedy had sent me headfirst into reality, it had changed the way everything was viewed, but there in the Shields cerulean blue eyes, for the first time in years, I saw nature. thighs. The Shield retrieved his sword from where it had fallen before looking down at her.

 “Why don’t you care?” He asked in a tight voice, “why do you never care?” 

Ilana didn’t reply, and he shook his head before pushing his way out of the ring. My eyes followed closely as he disappeared into the crowd, for I knew that what I’d seen there, in the Shield’s eyes. A Deity. It was no Deity of mine, but instinctively I knew that it was none too happy. 

It wasn’t hard to find out which tent belonged to the Shield. The camp cooks were like seagulls- you need only to feed them some juicy gossip once and off they’d go, squawking and squeaking and saying more than they should. 

“The Shield, you say? Strapping lad. Was asked to take him some sammiches for lunch, but he turned me away. Been around the Lukasiak brat too much, ain’t good for the appetite. Goodbye, I say. Don’t need no more disease around here. Where’s he located? By the big tent. If your headin there, take this with ya.”

And so I left the kitchens

He’s fighting style was raw and instinctual as Ilana danced around him, extremely fast with deadly grace, her measured movements never without pause. Heavily, the Shield stepped forward and swung his ivory hilted sword at Ilana’s stomach, a blow the Ilvarjo easily counted with an overhead swing of her own. The Shield spun out of the way, using the momentum to aim a kick at her knee. She again effortlessly side-stepped. 

“That isn’t your best,” Ilana stated. 

“I ain’t even started,” the Shield sneered and attacked, stabbing unpredictably in wayward motions. Tall and muscular, his build would’ve intimidated most men, and the strikes he threw spoke of untamed strength, but Ilana countered them as if intercepting punches from a toddler. She grabbed the Shield’s left arm and locked it at an awkward angle before leaning in close to his glistening naked chest. The Shield’s eyes flashed wildly, animalistically, and he brought his head forward as if intending to use it as a batting ram. Ilana stepped back, causing the Shield to lose balance and fall to the floor. 

The crowd went silent, only a few brave souls booed as Ilana squatted down and rested her knee on the Shield’s chest while twisting his arm until the hand was forced to sit by his mess of dirty blonde hair, lest it break. “You’ve pulled that move before. Many times over. You must think of your opponent and what they know before you attack,” she said stoically. The Shield’s brows twisted, and his abdominal muscles clenched as his lower lip pulled back in a verbal snarl, like that of a wolf. The crowd broke out in murmurs, but Ilana’s face didn’t change. She merely pulled back, sitting with her hands resting against her knees. The Shield glowered. It was in the eys. The secrets of life were in the eyes, the way they spoke and communicated what lips never could. Tragedy had sent me headfirst into reality, it had changed the way everything was viewed, but there in the Shields cerulean blue eyes, for the first time in years, I saw nature.

 The Shield retrieved his sword from where it had fallen before looking down.  “Why don’t you care?” He asked in a tight voice, “why do you never care?” 

Ilana didn’t reply, and he shook his head before pushing his way out of the ring. My eyes followed closely as he disappeared into the crowd, for I knew that what I’d seen there, in the Shield’s eyes. A Deity. It was no Deity of mine, but instinctively I knew that it was none too happy. 




It wasn’t hard to find out which tent belonged to the Shield. The camp cooks were like seagulls- you need only to feed them some juicy gossip once and off they’d go, squawking and squeaking and saying more than they should. 

“The Shield, you say? Strapping lad. Was asked to take him some sammiches for lunch, but he turned me away. Been around the Lukasiak brat too much, ain’t good for the appetite. Goodbye, I say. Don’t need no more disease around here. Where’s he located? By the big tent. If your headin there, take this with ya.”

And so I left the kitchens with directions and an alibi. The Shield should’ve been thanking me really. I doubted he’d see it that way, no matter how big the bowl of stew I brought along was, so I resolved to do what had to be done quickly and get out before anybody noticed. The Shield had made camp in a small clearing, a little way from the path with trees protecting it from the wind or any prying eyes that wanted to invade his privacy. Because that would be unacceptable indeed. Five young foot troops patrolled nearby but luckily didn’t blink as I passed by in my physician’s apron. Nor did they seem to notice me slip off into a small cluster of trees, or at least if they did, they were unwilling to give chase. Backup plan? Run like the wind. I’d lose them in the forest and then blend in with the refugees if they followed.

Good enough. 

Tiptoeing over to the tent, I cracked the flap open just enough to peek inside the darkened interior. There was no movement, no sounds of life. There was only one cot, which meant only one occupant. Perfect. A massive chest sat in the corner, a leather bandolier on the table, and a roughly spun canvas pack on the floor, but nothing else of note. Satisfied with my recon, I slipped inside and paused to listen with the bowl on my knee.

Breaking-and-entering wasn’t my forte. 

Pickpocketing was second nature, but actually going into someone’s personal space and rifling through their belongings left a bad taste in my mouth, yet I had to know who the Shield was, understand why he was so sad, and it wasn’t like I walk up and talk to him. He’d think me a creep. Releasing a deep breath, I placed the bowl on the table and went to kneel by the pack, running my thumb over the strap. In and out. That was the plan. 

“Who are you?”

Plans go wrong. It happens every now and then, and one could argue that the best-laid plans always have back up plans. That way should the initial plan fail, it’s not the end of the world. Then again, nobody would argue that breaking into a notorious hero’s tent was amongst the best laid out plans. With my heart in my throat, I slowly turned to face my destiny. 

Sweet Deities, destiny had the bluest eyes.

“Um…Kilco.” I offered when the Shield said nothing else. Like the coward I was, my eyes couldn’t be forced to his. Or maybe I just subconsciously believed that made me look smaller and more innocent. That had to be it because I wasn’t afraid of anything. Not anything at all, “look, there’s a good explanation for-”

The Shield’s boots stopped directly in front of me, and I could see the tip of the long sword strapped to his back. Any moment he’d withdraw that thing and impale me, or something equally horrible. Had I pissed off some Deity to the point they were just actively messing with me? If so, I was willing to apologize to every single one if they would just break my prolonged streak of bad luck already. 

“Please look at me,” the Shield spoke in a thick broad accent that naturally made his voice boom, and try as I might, I couldn’t resist. Again, the first thing I noticed was his eyes. They were the brightest blue I’d ever seen. The second was his face. Despite a nose that had been broken and reset at least once, he was chiselled and handsome with cheekbones that defied gravity. He towered over me, and had that bone structure mysteriously detached from his face, it might’ve decapitated me. Looking at my face in turn, he reached into his pocket, “well, Kilco, I don’t got much here worth stealing, but you can have this. Looks like you can use it more than me anyways.”

“I’m not a thief,” I said and heard my mother’s laughter clear in my head as I stared down at the meal token in his hand.

“Not a good one, anyway,” the Shield replied, not even seeming annoyed or upset by the perceived robbery attempt.

“I’m not,” the laughter became louder. Frowning, I pushed it down, “I’m a doctor. I saw you fighting and thought you might be injured. Look, I even brought you food, so put the token away.”

The Shield didn’t even bother to pocket the token. He dropped it to the grass at my feet before grabbing the bowl and stiffly sitting on the cot. His movements were slow as if he hadn’t relaxed in weeks. He raised the spoon to his mouth and chewed the meat carefully before blinking at me, “it’s okay, I’m good.’

“No offence, but you didn’t look good,” I gingerly perched myself at the foot of his bed. My legs felt wobbly, a little too long, but I was too far gone to pull back.

“It’s a long story.” He said with mouthful.

“Well, people say I’m a good listener,” I said. Why was that damn laughter back?

The Shield looked me over. There was no judgment or suspicion. If anything, he appeared curious as he took in my face and clothing. He placed the bowl into his lap and reached for his bandolier and pulled out a dagger. He clumsily flourished it, “it don’t matter. There’s nothing nobody can do to change things now. I’ll just be blabbing your ear off and Orden says that’s just complaining.”

“I told you, I’m a doctor. It’s my duty to have my ear blabbed off.”  

“Duty, eh,” he laid back on the cot and flipped the dagger. Or tried to. It fell from his grip and smacked his nose. He picked it up with a sniff, “wish I had a sense of duty.”

 I raised a brow, “aren’t you the Shield?”

“I am, and I guess I did wanna complete that when I was younger, but now…,” he dropped the dagger on the bed and raked a finger through his hair, “well now I was only doing it for one reason, and he’s gone now, so… “

“He?”

“Ilya,” the Shield said quietly, “he is…was my companion, my partner. We’ve gone through loads together, but then I made a silly mistake and took my eyes off him for one second in the Kaori desert and lost him. Now he’s gone.”

There it was, the source of sadness in his eyes. Guilt was a heavy burden to carry, but the weight of death was crushing, “I’m sorry,” I said, “a friend’s death is never-”

“He didn’t die,” The Shield interrupted, “at least, I don’t think so. We were fighting, and one second he was there, and the next he was gone. I don’t know where he went.”

He’d lost somebody in the desert. No, he’d lost his partner in the desert. That had left a gaping hole and a tear-stained face. Maybe what I needed most was what he did too. I put my hand on his shoulder and he leaned into my touch, jolting my heart, “I’m sure he’s okay,” I said with as much conviction as I could muster, “if he’s been able to accompany you for so long, I doubt the desert will be able to finish him that easily.”

“You’re right,” he said, “Ilya’s tough as guts, for sure. He’s lots smarter than me too.” 

The wind started howling outside and a single leaf floated in through the gap, scuttling on its way to catch in my hair. It crackled, dry and brittle as I plucked it out and stared down, trying to read its secrets. It had no arms, no legs, no spark, no wings, but dead it could fly. Dropping it, I brought my nails to my gnaw. Life was so acutely fragile, and I’d gone and done it again. Put myself alone, in danger. 

“You’re nervous,” the Shield said. 

No. Never. “Yes.” 

“Why?” 

“You’re the Shield of Ascot.”

He leaned over and plucked the leaf, staring down at it like I had. As if his life depended upon unlocking its reason for flight, “I hate people calling me that,” he finally said, “they only see me for what I am, not who I am,” I didn’t know what to say to that, for that’s how I saw him. Never had I even bothered to learn his name. This wasn’t how our first meeting was supposed to go. He wasn’t supposed to open up to me about his discontent in life. He wasn’t supposed to be in control. Realizing he was waiting for an answer, I did the only thing that came to mind. I hummed. It was a neutral response, neither agreeing or disagreeing. The Shield sighed, “I mean, things might look grim, and the people need somebody to look up to, but why me? Outta everyone in the world, why was I picked to do this?”

“That isn’t for us to know,” I looked at my hands, “only the Deities have that answer.”

“Yeah, Deities,” he scoffed and spat on the grass. I pulled my legs up at the sign of disrespect and he glanced back at me, shaking his head, “I don’t hold them in the highest regard right now. Pretty funny, seeing I’m their chosen saviour, huh?”

Not funny, precise. “What’s your name?”

“Pogue,” his head lolled back, “your accent ain’t normal. Where are you from?”

“Bethel.”

“Bethel…Bethel. Where’s that near?”

“It’s on the other side of the Chicora Woods.”

He straightened up and smiled. Deities, his smile was so kind. I’d gouge out the eyes of anyone else who saw it, “tell me about it.”








  
  Six

  
  
  Gelotophobia

  
  
    [image: Chapter Separator]
  




Fear of laughter










Pogue didn’t like me. 

He didn’t show it, but I could tell. He treated me the same as he treated everybody else: like an old friend. He somehow remembered everyone’s names, the names of their children, the names of their bloody grandmas, while I struggled to remember my own at times. Everywhere he went people would stare with reverence, eyes widening and mouths gaping. How he endured such treatment was beyond me, but he said not a word of complaint after that first night, which worked in my favour for he undoubtedly disliked both me and my nameless acquaintances hanging off him like a bad smell. 

Unfortunately for them, the camp had checkpoints. No clearance, no pass. Fortunately for me, I had access to all areas. Sharing genes with the good doc had some benefits. He tolerated me in those moments alone, though we had little to talk about. The Shield was, for lack of better term, unrefined. He wasn’t without mental resources by any means, but simple language was a must. Once you hit four syllables, you might as well start speaking in the old tongue. Logic might say that the easiest way around that hurdle was to ask him of his adventures. Logic would be wrong because the way the Shield told those stories made it sound like he hadn’t been involved at all. It was Ilya this, Ilya that. It was annoying. I’d never hated somebody I’d never met so quickly in my life and so after a while had stopped asking. 

We found other things to entertain ourselves, things that didn’t require words, and the less we spoke, the more he seemed to warm to me. Pogue taught me the twists and turns of the maze, I showed him the ins and outs of the tent city. I kicked his butt at cards at the Priest, and he literally kicked my butt at swordplay. 

“I’m gonna accidentally lob off your head if you keep ducking like that.”

Two weeks had passed. The cool wind that once haunted me was drifting across the shores to be replaced with stifling humidity that suffocated the night. Still a better death than getting decapitated by that ivory hilted longsword being aimed at my head. I ducked beneath it once more, causing both the Shield and the gathering crowd to laugh.

“You’re gonna get yourself killed,” he taunted, adjusting his bandolier. There was only one word to describe that monstrosity and that word was hideous. The fact that the Shield loved his bandolier and wore it whenever the weather rose above freezing was more than a fashion crime, it was fashion murder. It was ugly, it was deformed, and it clashed terribly with his clothing. As if sensing I was thinking terrible thoughts about his beloved, he took another stab at my stomach, forcing me to raise my shorter sword to block it. A shock vibrated through my arm, sending jolts of pain dancing up and down. I dropped my sword like a sack of beans. 

“That’s an unfair advantage,” I growled, ignoring the roars of laughter as I held my arm to my chest. A heavy lump rose in my throat, “look how much bigger you are than me. Of course I have to dodge. Had you done that at full strength you would’ve shattered my arm.”

“Because your opponent will always fight fairly, won’t they?” he asked, grinning.

“Well, they probably won’t be fast enough to chase me if I run away.” I shook my hand. Grim’s teeth, he might’ve damaged the nerves.

Pogue shook his head and passed my fallen sword with a soft smile, “you don’t know that. Ilya is super-fast. You won’t even see him coming, you’d have no chan-”

“Enough,” I slapped the sword from his hand. Everything looked molten, oozing my field of vision. I was so sick of hearing the missing boy’s name. He was gone, he wasn’t coming back, but I was there willing to give my all and everything was supposed to come to those with dedication, with desire and drive. Why didn’t he know that? “if your friend is so important, why aren’t you finding him? Why sit around moping? If you’re not going to do anything to look for him, move on already.” It felt good to yell that, like a weight had been taken from my chest. 

Until I looked at Pogue’s face. 

The grin had vanished, replaced with a small frown and those eyes. Oh, those eyes. I tried to find something, anything to explain the outburst but nothing offered itself. I couldn’t deal with that. Not then. Silently, I turned and walked away, ignoring Pogue’s calls for me to come back. My jaw tightened, nails digging into my palms deep enough to draw blood. Nothing had changed. It was a nightmare world where if I listened carefully, I could hear the beating of my own heart. Nothing could’ve made me feel more alive. 

My legs carried me to the infirmary on muscle memory alone, which was lucky because my brain had frozen on a single moment in time. It had been there for me, so very close, only to open my mouth and throw my chance away. There must be something tasty about misery and that’s why it was always on the tip of my tongue. 

Three emerald caped guards stood with perfect posture outside of the tent. At least there was that. There has been an instinctual hesitation upon meeting the Princess of Ascot, but away from the nobs and her attendants she was…well, not normal, but interesting.

 She had a hearty laugh that echoed in places it shouldn’t, as if the laws of the universe bowed to her grace. There was nothing wrong with her laughter, per se, it was just an all-consuming presence. Even as I pushed through the flaps, I could hear that barking through the central room as Amicia stood beside Melly in front of some poor sucker with legs akimbo. 

Kira circled around, wagging her scalpel. She was going to cut somebody. Maybe that’s what I needed to break me from my slump. As I scrubbed my hands with a heavy bout of alcohol and hot water Amicia was still laughing. When was the last time I’d found anything so funny on my own? I couldn’t recall. Taking a clean pair of gloves, I turned around, only to jump back as I came face to face with the good doc. The bowl of water clattered to the ground, splashing my legs, but I didn’t dare kneel to retrieve it because Kira was giving me a look I knew only too well. 

“Come with me a moment,” she said casually. 

Too casually. 

Damn it. My brain went haywire: what had I done? What hadn’t I done? Did she know about—no, nobody saw me, I’d made sure of it…but what if they did? Kira sat behind her desk and grabbed a report, leaning back in her chair. Deities, she was going to make me sweat first, and I didn’t even know what I was supposed to be contemplating. Somewhere a clock was ticking, the sound synchronized with the beat of my heart. 

“Are you planning on telling me what it is you think I’ve done?” I asked, breaking the silence.

“Oh no, that would be too easy. The build-up is half the fun,” Kira punctuated each word with a flick of the scalpel in her hand, “I’m going to drag this out until you can’t take it anymore.”

The clock ticked another beat, and I clenched my fists, “I can’t take it anymore.” 

Kira tipped her chair forward, locking her hands behind her head and looking me up and down, “where’d you go today?” 

“The foot troops training yards.”

“With the Shield, huh?” 

Why do adults always ask questions they already know the answers to? I nodded. Kira nodded back with a disgruntled hum, pushing her spectacles further up her nose, “two patients died this morning.”

Not this again. Only the knowledge of the shit storm that awaited if I dared roll my eyes kept it at bay. Getting hung up on death was her thing, not mine. This was war. Death was its daily bread and butter, “so?” 

“So, they died alone because you were supposed to be watching them, but instead pissed off to run around with some boy,” she stood up, nostrils flaring as she tried to hide her exasperation behind a cool tone. She circled the desk to stand in front of me, reminding me once more how unjustly short I was, “and stop thinking bullshit like that.”

“I’m sorry?” 

“You’re thinking that this war and death is inevitable, and you’re right, but nobody deserves to die alone, Kilco,” she removed her glasses and slammed them on the desk before grabbing a glass that contained something I couldn’t be sure was water. She downed it and slammed that on down too, “you’re going back.”

My stomach flipped, “back where?” 

“To Bethany. There’s a supply run heading that way in two weeks. I’m putting you on it.”

“That’s not fair,” I exclaimed, “that’s it? One mistake and I’m finished? See you later? You haven’t even given me a chance.”

That broke the dam.

 “Haven’t given you a chance?” Her voice became louder with each word. The medical personnel turned to gawk at us, but I couldn’t care less. My fists clenched so hard that they were beginning to hurt. Let them stare. Let everyone stare and talk, “this was your chance,” Kira stated, “or don’t you remember slithering into my office, begging to come-”

“That’s not what happened.” 

“-and against my better judgement, I let you,” she continued as if I had never spoken, while aggressively rearranging papers on her desk, “I’m too predictable, that’s my problem. To damn predictable. Getting soft in my old age. My, how the mighty have fallen. You promise to change and then the minute my back is turned: poof. I’m even getting guards in here saying you’ve been stealing again.”

“They’re lying,” I cried, “the guards have it in for me. There’s something wrong with them.”

“There isn’t anything wrong with the guards, Kilco,” she paused, scratching her chin, “actually there’s a lot wrong with the guards, but that’s neither here nor now. You are only here because you made a promise, you broke that promise, so now you’ve got to go. Sorry, I don’t make the rules.” 

“You’re such a bitch.” I hissed. 

“Indeed, I am,” Kira said with a short laugh, “no argument there. In fact, you can ask just about any person who has ever met me, and they’d describe me as such. You can insult me all you want, but this is my infirmary and you are here at my invitation. I suggest you think very carefully about the next words out of your mouth because you know that I can and will make the next two weeks miserable for you.” She would. She had done it before, and so even though there was a boiling storm raging inside my chest, I clenched my jaw shut.

 “Smart girl,” Kira said and patted my shoulder. Deities, I hated her then. Amicia was laughing again and my palms bleed tiny drops.

 I marched into our private apartment. It was separated from the central room by only a long bookcase, and I ran my fingers along the spines. Kira had said not to open my mouth and I wouldn’t. There were other ways to show my dismay. Book after book I threw on the floor. They thumped loudly, but the good doc didn’t come to shout at me to quit it. To demand I scrub the blood from the floor as pence. Nobody came. It wasn’t fair. How dare she ignore me. How dare they pretend I didn’t exist, that I was nothing. 

I reached under Kira’s futon for her metal lockbox before ripping a pin from my hair. Booze, chocolate, cigs. My mothers’ secret stash. I might’ve had my vices but so did she. 

The square of galloping gaytime was tasteless, but I shredded it with my teeth anyway. It gave me the assistance my composure needed. It had been five years since I had cried a tear, even in moments of boiling rage I’d forgotten how, but the same lava still bubbled in my chest like an inactive volcano. I feared for the day it erupted.
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Fear of horses




At some point, my body had overtaken the task of walking entirely. My feet kept moving, taking me to the place they always did when the fire burned my chest. Breathing in deeply, I filled my lungs as the camp’s stables appeared below the hillock. Surrounded by broken fence posts and rotting pines, its wood was dark against the orange sky. It looked like home. It smelt like home. There were many smells of the stable which I loved - the fresh scent of molasses chaff, the wild musk of flank, the calming sensation of a newly lit match. Lifting the matchbox from the barrel, I cracked the rusted door of the stall open and collapsed into the hay bedding, striking each match just to watch it burn. 

The flame made its way down the stick, turning it black until my fingertips warmed. Only then did I blow it out. I’d feel the burn come morning, but there and then I didn’t care. The external heat soothed the roaring ocean inside. I lit another. Again, again.

 It was a loud vibrating snort that broke my daze. I’d forgotten whose stall I was in. Quickly blowing out the match, I waited for it to stop smoking before flinging it into the hay. Not that it mattered. I’d lit so many that if the place was going up, it would’ve done so already. Regardless, I stomped on it a few times for good measure.

 The bay mare watched with wise brown eyes while I patted her muzzle. The stitching of her mane had come undone, the tight braids loose and messy. Pogue had done it himself but was dreadfully inept at plating. I had no choice but to redo the entire mane myself. The tin feed bucket was covered in grime but stood on it anyway, stroking her withering flank. She didn’t turn her head to nuzzle my side as she did her master, only shook her head and blew. There was no explaining the bond between the Shield and the horse: it seemed to be something so rare, something so incredibly natural to him and foreign to others. It left me both in awe and green with envy. I couldn’t love without pain, the pain of envy and the pain of fear. It was always sitting below my breastbone, waiting for the pounce. It was what destined me always alone. I didn’t mind that. Alone you could move without anyone to notice. In a way, it was empowering that nobody knew I was there. 

“Why, that’s the best I’ve seen Makybe look, Miss Kilco,” a gentle voice said from behind. A smile came to my lips. If there was one person at camp I wanted to be friends with, it was Howey the stable master. Too tall and slim with a mess of prematurely thinning ginger hair, he resembled an instinct more than a man. Running a calloused hand along Makybe’s hindquarters, Howey stopping at my side with a chuckle, “the Shield won’t be happy though. He likes tending to her himself.”

“He’s already unhappy with me anyway,” I said and stepped off the bucket to admire both my work and Howey’s gene pool. He was an odd fellow, a kindred spirit, but no matter how hard I tried, he seemed interested only in the company of four-legged friends. A real shame. There were some in the camp who would’ve killed for the chance to cosy up to the military elite, to be trusted as he was. Well, everything but get their hands dirty. Howey knew everybody…

 “Hey, what’s the Shield’s companion like?” I asked, “I’ve heard he’s missing.”

“Ilya Lukasiak?” Howey side-eyed me as he twisted each of my braids until they sat beautifully pointed and glistening like city gas lamps. I shrugged. Nobody had told me the boy’s surname and I hadn’t bothered to ask. 

Howey motioned for me to follow him outside to a holding yard that was too small for the enormous horse tethered inside it. The jet-black stallion regarded me with a neutral expression as I carefully stroked his muzzle. He was a little intimidating, given his size, but undoubtedly beautiful. Calm too. Unless he was just luring me into a false sense of security, awaiting the perfect moment to flatten me against the fence, mush me into a fine paste. 

Stallions are sneaky like that. 

Horses, however, were not known for premeditated murder at the worst of time, so I increased the strength of my stroking, “this is the most majestic horse I’ve ever seen. I’d kill for him,” I turned to face Howey, “Not to own him- you can’t truly own a spirit like this- but if he told me to kill, I wouldn’t question his authority.”

Howey nodded and took a step backwards, “that’s Ilya’s mount.”

Of course it was. 

With one final firm pat, I placed my hand on my hip as the stallion head-butted my shoulder, “what’s he like, the Shield’s-,” I couldn’t bring myself to finish the sentence. 

“Quiet,” Howey said as he picked up a rake, “too serious. All Ilvarjo are, but Master Lukasiak-”

“He’s Ilvarjo?” I’m unsure why such news shocked me. Ilya the Ilvarjo. Nobody else would be that uninspired in the naming department. 

“Yeah,” Howey nodded, “you know, most people around here have problems with the Ilvarjo. Superstition runs deep, especially in these parts. But personally, I’ve never had any trouble with them. They take good care of their mounts and they keep themselves to themselves,” he stopped his raking and looked at me with a frown, “I do remember one rumour about the Lukasiak boy though. A bit unsavoury.”

“What?” I asked eagerly. 

Howey looked around before leaning in close, “Nobody has the guts to say it too loudly because, you know,” I didn’t, “but it’s been floating around that he maybe beds with men.”

Ah. The final frontier of Ascot. It didn’t bother me. In Bethany homosexuality was often considered the height of fashion, depending on the season. I forced a scowl, “oh.”

“Yeah,” Howey said quietly with a small smile, “but I don’t know. It might just be because he looks a bit like a girl. That, and he’s the easiest target from somebody who dislikes Ilvarjo if you get my drift.”

Mumbling a thanks, I left the stables with my fingernails in my mouth. Being Ilvarjo didn’t make the Shields companion any more special. It didn’t. So why not me?







    This isn’t how it ends.

Someone was running behind me, heavy footsteps thumping, causing the wet grass to squelch. Had I dared look back, I was sure my footprints would be little more than mud patties in a sea of green, but I couldn’t look back. 

Not this time. Not like this. 

With newfound energy, my pace increased. The sound of footsteps were drawing closer, closer. I could feel the presence behind me. Reliable, intimidating, fast. I was faster. Still, the shape of my pursuer was definite in mind, pulsating heat that only made my muscles twitch readily. Almost imperceptibly, the hair on the back of my neck shifted as breath creased the skin just as the torchlight came into view. 

So close.

“Oi, stop.”

Water sprayed as my feet skidded, coming to a halt directly at the line of the staircase that led to the Armoury courtyard. Moments later there was a thud behind me, undoubtedly caused by my abrupt finish. Nobody could ever claim the Shield a picture of grace, “Boy, you run quick,” he panted, “why didn’t you stop when I told you to?” 

“It was more of a suggestion than a demand,” I replied, tapping the lowest step with the toe of my boot. Exhaling, I turned and sat on the grass. Wetness soaked my tights, joining the sweat of my brow on the long list of things that annoyed me. I wiped it away with my stinging fingers and looked at Pogue. 

Three days had passed since my outburst. It hadn’t been mentioned again, for which I was thankful. Common was the person who denied a grudge, rare was the one who spoke the truth of those words. Pogue was the unusual type. Or maybe he just didn’t think me worthy of a grudge. He certainly didn’t consider me worthy of crossing the threshold into his home. 

For weeks he’d been teaching me the layout of the maze. At first, I’d required a bread crumb trail of moss to find my way out, but as the days passed by my mental map became so well worn I was able to find my way in the dark. Which was lucky for it was always pretty damn dark there. 

In all those days, however, not once was I permitted to step so much as a toe on Armoury grounds. We’d reach the threshold and sit for hours. He’d tell me all his grand tales of life growing up inside a tree. The fae, the flurries, the furies. How he’d been trained to be the Shield by the mystical sword. About a giant nest in the sky. It all sounded so whimsical and free. Only once had I ever suggested we venture inside. He’d growled inhumanly, almost wolfish, and punched the ground, “Nobody goes in there no more.” Even those cerulean blues had looked lupine as he snarled.

I hadn’t asked again. Anything that stole away that smile wasn’t worth the darkness it brought. Even then he had a big stupid grin on his face as he finished recounting an invigorating game of tag with some of the Mariquil calves. It was idiotic, undoubtedly childish, and I could’ve listened to him speak all day. 

Closing my eyes, I breathed in deeply and let it out as a concentrated sigh. The quiet buzzing of dragonflies, the gentle swaying of leaves. The industrious sounds of the camp couldn’t penetrate the high hedges. I had no worries in the world. Well, I had some worries, but right then they seemed so far away. 

“Somebody said something about you.”

Except that one.

“Oh yeah,” I cracked an eye open. His position was erect, the relaxed posture utterly evaporated as he investigated my face. Not good, “something scandalous I hope.”

“Doctor Kira is sending you home?”

“Deities calling, where’d you hear that?”

“When you’re the-Shield-of-Ascot people tend to tell you things,” must’ve been all the finger quotations, “so it’s not true?”

“No, it’s true.” 

Or would be if my plan didn’t work.

“Oh jeez,” he picked a blade of grass. If I hadn’t known better, I would’ve mistaken him as being disappointed at this confession. He gave me a weak smile, “I’m sorry, if you’d told me this was gonna be our last time together I would’ve come up with something more special.”

My nose wrinkled at the thought, “I’m not leaving today, you know?” 

“No, but I…” he trailed off, splitting the edge of grass to thread another through and folding, “I’ve been thinking about Ilya, about what you said, and you’re right. I can’t mope forever. Ilya will find his way back, I know he will, I just gotta keep going until he does. I need to keep working.”

Silence settled over us. Even the bugs seemed to stop buzzing as he peered at me through long lashes. He hadn’t said it yet, it wasn’t real until he did, but he was silently forcing me to ask, “you’re not telling me this to cheer me up, are you?” 

He shook his head and shuffled on his knees looking down at me, what little sunlight there was caught in the blue of his eyes, making them shine like gems, “there’s something going on at Lake Cygnus.”

My hands were shaking, and I shoved them beneath my thighs, “Deniliquin?” 

Pogue nodded, “he already took control of the villages on the shores near Swannanoa ages ago. There was nothing we could do about that because they needed the city to live, but the ones further away live off the lake instead and so always sided with us before, but now… there’s something strange in the water making the villagers act all weird.”

“How so?” 

Pogue shifted uncomfortably, a slight blush coming to his cheeks, “well Amicia said they say and do things that make no sense. They’re all twitchy, and lots of them are not…wearing nothing. She said they think Deniliquin might be spiking the lake water with Dat..dat-” 

“Datura?” I offered. 

“Yeah, that one,” Pogue said brightly, “how’d you guess?”

Datura was an extract of moonflower. With strong hallucinogenic and mind control properties, it was a common ingredient in truth serum and a highly addictive one at that. If misused over long periods, Datura drove its victims insane, causing them to pluck their eyes out and cannibalize their own children while under its influence. The good doc despised its existence, and I’d spent many nights listening to her recount her daily disagreement with the deans at the Bethany Institute of Medical Arts about its increased use in alchemy. There weren’t words small enough to explain that to Pogue though, so I shrugged, “lucky guess.”

Pogue put the blades of grass down and rested his hands on his knees, “anyways, they think there’s mages’ by the mouth of the river pouring that stuff into it. Maybe even some warlocks.”

“You’re sure she said warlocks?” I asked. 

While every art form has its freaks- and everybody who practised the magical arts were freaks- warlocks were the circus freaks. Mages were just the fourth and fifth born sons of nobs and whomever else could spare the barrel full of krona it took to waste five years at a swanky magical institute, in hopes they’d one day climb further up the hierarchy at some monarchs table. Warlocks were a darker curse. Born too flexible of mind my mother had once described them, they were magical acrobats who could kiss their own asses from both directions. And that was only the natural-born warlocks. The ones who slaughtered and consumed their way to energetic superiority. A shiver went down my spine. 

Pogue nodded, “yeah, but don’t worry. It’s not like I’m going alone,” my heartbeat increased rapidly, “Amicia is sending twelve of her best guys with me.” And just like that, it dropped. 

“Oh,” I stood up, dusting off my knees. This little adventure wasn’t worth the grass stains or the trouble I was going to get from Doctor Kira, “well, good luck then.”

“Hey, where are you going?” Pogue yelled, but I didn’t look back. Truth be told, I didn’t know. I just had to pace to keep from exploding. A hand grabbed my arm and turned me around, “you’re sad that I’m going.”

It wasn’t a question, but I shook my head anyway, trying to pull out of his grasp, “no.”

“You are,” he let me go, taking a step back, “please don’t be. Chances are by the time I get back you’ll be long gone, but I hope you’re not. You know, before this war I’d never once left these woods. Actually, I rarely left this tree. I don’t know much about people, but I do know most people here only wanna talk to me because I’m the Shield. You’re the first person who really tried to be my friend, who is sad to see me go. Thank you for that,” he pushed the thwittled grass into my hand and smiled as I brought its humanoid shape close to my eyes, “I wish you’d gotten to meet Ilya. You would’ve liked him much more than you do me.”

 I sincerely doubted that. 
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Fear of hospitals










“Eugh, what is it now?” 

It was closer to dawn than dusk on what was to be my third final night on the right side of Ascot’s borders when the bell broke the slumber of the entire infirmary. It wasn’t the ringing itself that was unusual, for that bell rang several times a day in cases of life or death emergencies, it was the pitch of yells and screams accompanying it that was weird. 

Something fragile sounding smashed to the right. “Shit, that was my favourite one,” exclaimed the physician on duty -as the good doc insisted on being called after a certain hour- followed by the familiar clicks of the oil lamp which lit the room up brilliantly. Bespectacled eyes fell upon me. It was difficult to tell what mood she was in - that perpetual look of annoyance unwavering as she simultaneously pulled on her white coat and adjusted her tight bun before grabbing the poker. “I swear, if this is another false alarm, I’m sending whoever’s screaming home in parts.”

Funnily enough, that wasn’t what the poker was for. There were plenty of refugees interested in the chemicals we kept in the dispensary, and on more than one occasion, Kira had been forced to chase someone from the out while brandishing the poker. But it wasn’t some poor dependent geezer desperate for a hit who’d awoken us. The commotion was coming from outside the tent. Physicians, healers and medics alike gathered around the entrance, looking out into the night. Kira looked them over for a brief moment before poking the bonneted head of Melly. 

“You’re in my way. Move.” Melly didn’t even flinch as she fell in step beside me as Kira flounced forward, “alright, let’s see what was so important it was worth waking me up for.” 

It was the middle of the night and I didn’t need to see. I needed to crawl back under my rock and so asked Melly, “what’s going on?”

“The Shield-” was all I managed to catch over the overwhelming cacophony of shouts. Still, her assessment of the situation being connected to Pogue seemed about right, if the familiar bulk clutching a bundle of blankets was any indication. He wasn’t the one making all the noise though. There was an immense flurry of activity as what seemed to be half the camp tried to assist him at once, which only resulted in everybody screaming over one another as their hands closed around every part of Pogue they could find.

 As far as unique deaths go, disembodiment by a well-meaning mob was definitely up there. And the noise. Oh, the noise. Dozens of people all shouting at each other, at him, at absolutely anything to get attention.

“-you’re the Shield of Ascot, aren’t you?”

“Shield, are you alrigh-”

“Please Master-”

“-Let me give you a hand.”

Only one voice had enough elegance to stop them: “Get off him. Give him room to breathe, you six-toed cretins.”

The crowd stilled and looked at Kira as she pushed her way through with a bit more force than was perhaps necessary. The lamplight caught the ice blue of her eyes in a rather mesmerizing way as she scowled at the blankets in Pogue’s arm. “Please help,” his voice warbled.

“Of course I’m going to help, you stupid boy,” she took his arm, pulling him towards the tent while barking at some poor, unsuspecting medic about crowd control. I followed behind, staring at the tiny masked creature beneath the blankets. Was that…no, I refused to believe that something so fragile looking could accompany the Shield.

Kira urged us towards one of the few rooms with a real door, where she flicked the switch which lit the gas lamps dotting the ceiling. The walls were lined with shelves, full of instruments and fluids of every kind. A large porcelain tub sat beneath the bench in the centre of the windowless room. That was no examination room, it was for surgery. 

I washed and gloved as Kira took the figure from Pogue like it weighed nothing, which it very possibly did. It was skinny enough that a strong breeze might knock them over and long blonde hair covered their upper face entirely. I ripped a band from a supply cart and approached the bench. They were shivering, despite the many blankets which covered them, their skin hot as I pulled the bloody flaxen strands away and froze. The eye…oh, boy.  

“Right,” Kira snapped gloves on as she examined the tools and equipment Melly had quickly laid out, “step aside, Shield.” 

Pogue hesitated but didn’t need to be told twice. Kira was, as always, unexpectedly tender as she removed the blankets from the Ilvarjo. The exoskeleton uniform had been torn in several places, revealing bruises, cuts and various other injuries that dotted the pale skin beneath. She removed one of the flimsy bandages that covered the right eye and paused, resting her wrist against the boy’s forehead. 

“Kilco, prepare the antibiotics.”

 It didn’t take a trained physician to see the immediate problem. The eye was swollen shut. Blood had mixed with thickened pus and other fluids to crust pale lashes together. That wound was worrying. It cut neatly through the eyebrow to end directly below the bottom lash line. It hadn’t tainted the closed lid. 

Kira glared at the wound as if personally offended, “better make that two syringes and a vial of concentrated healing tonic,” she glanced to where Pogue stood swaying in the corner, “Shield, does he have any family here?”

“His mum is-”

“Go get her.”

Pogue looked up, eyes unfocused, “but-”

“Now.”

Pogue opened his mouth as if to argue, but I shook my head, and he closed it again. Kira was furious. It wasn’t apparent on her face, but I heard the slight tremor in her voice. The earliest warning sign to not push her least she blow. Pogue left without another word as I finished preparing the injections. Kira snatched them from my hands and immediately plunged them into the Ilvarjo’s arm, one after the other. 

“Start disinfecting his other wounds,” she commanded without looking up for the eye.

We worked in silence as Kira began cutting away the strange grey material of the ruined exoskeleton and gave the boy a thorough examination. Completely exposed like that, the Ilvarjo was a scrawny little thing. A fellow runt of the litter. The Ilvarjo sigil had been carved into his left bicep. The scar tissue was slightly raised and somebody had packed it full of a red pigment that glowed against his pale skin. I’d never seen anything like it and traced the lines, bringing my finger up to fondle the hem of his mask. I wonder…

Melly grabbed my wrist, “don’t.”

“We have to check his face for injuries.”

She shook her head, her bonnet popping loose over the spring of her curls, “it’s forbidden to look upon an Ilvarjo child’s face.”

“Forbidden,” I repeated while clenching a fist in the material, refusing to let go even as she tugged, “don’t tell me you believe those superstitions? You know, as well as not having fangs under here I bet he can also drink milk.” 

“You’re not funny, Kilco,” Melly said but let go and took a step backwards, “if you want to take it off, you go ahead, but I will not work on him. Especially not if his mother’s coming.”

I rolled my eyes, “come on-”

“Enough,” Doctor Kira said and stood back, “the mask stays on for now. Kilco, get the Amberlynn. He’s passed out now, but what I’m about to do would wake the dead.”

She was right. Whatever pain-free bliss the Ilvarjo was enjoying broke as Kira pried his damaged eye open. Boy, was it damaged. Whatever had caused the cut had nicked both iris and cornea, leaving the Scalia a bloody, watery mess. The Ilvarjo’s body went stiff for a moment, then he began to struggle, trying desperately even in sleep to get Doctor Kira away as she rinsed the red eye with healing tonic. For such a small creature the Ilvarjo was deceptively strong. Had I needed to restrain him alone, it wouldn’t have been possible.

“Kilco.”

I shoved the needle into his arm. Made from cocoa leaf, a single dose could put a Poota to sleep for a week. The effects were almost instantaneous. The boy’s body went slack, his breathing unlaboured as it could be in his fevered state. 

There was a knock at the door.

“About bloody time,” Kira muttered and pressed a tonic soaked cloth against the eye, “it’s open.”

Pogue’s eyes were puffy as he opened the door, but I couldn’t worry about that, not when Lady Ilana followed him into the room. She looked as beautifully immaculate as ever with not a hair out of place despite it being the earliest hours of the morning and everyone else looked like pigs in wigs. Her stoic gaze fell upon the Ilvarjo, unchanging other than a minuscule twitch of her jaw. 

“Shield, I told you to get the boy’s mother, not his leader,” Kira snarled without even looking up. Sensing the presence of those she disliked was just one of her many gifts. 

“I am his mother,” Ilana said.

Kira put the cloth down and turned to look at her, “this is your other one?” 

Ilana inclined her head. 

Kira glared at Pogue, who shrunk under its heat, “I tried to say so, but you stopped me.”

“Typical,” Kira muttered, but inhaled deeply and straightened up, “Alright, long story short, your son has a full-thickness corneal laceration that has been left to fester untreated. As a result, it is severely infected. I’ve given him enough antibiotics to kill a horse and bathed the wound in tonic. If the fever breaks by morning he will likely live, but I cannot guarantee his sight will be regained. The wound will need to be surgically stitched. I need your consent to remove the eye if it cannot be saved.” 

“You have it,” Ilana said without hesitation.

“And the mask?” Kira asked.

That made Ilana hesitate, “if you must.”

Kira continued to look at her as if trying to insert some unknown wisdom directly into her cerebellum while Pogue approached the bench. He looked down at the Ilvarjo with a wince before reaching out to trace the shell of the boy’s ear, “will it scar?”

“Yes,” Kira stated matter-of-factly, “severely.”

“There’s nothing you can do?” Pogue eyes filled with fresh tears, “like cut it?”

“That will only make it worse, I’m afraid,” she replied while threading a needle, “surgery for cosmetic purposes is still a somewhat new field, and not one I’m willing to experiment with in a tent full of life-threatening injuries to tend to. I’ll strive to preserve the eye. That’s all I can promise,” Kira looked at the Ilvarjo’s abdomen, studying the numerous scars and marks which covered it. She glanced back at Ilana, “if you have nothing more to add, you can go. You too Shield.”

“No, I wanna-”

“That wasn’t a suggestion.” 

Pogue blinked at her through bleary eyes, fists balling up as his cheeks reddened. Lady Ilana took his elbow, “come,” she said in a dull tone that was still somehow authoritative, “I’ll find you a sandwich, and then I’ve got some questions that you will answer for me.”

Yeah, didn’t we all.







There was a long half-hour once the eye surgery was complete where I did nothing but open old wounds to thoroughly wash them with healing tonic before sewing them shut once more. It was a one-woman job, and Melly had long since returned to bed. Doctor Kira was off, drilling the Shield with her own brand of questioning that was more integration than anything else. There was nobody in the room; nobody other than the sedated Ilvarjo.

Clipping the final bandage, I walked to the head of the bench and looked down. There wasn’t much to see. The boy was more bandage than skin. Everything else was covered by that damned mask. If only I could peek beneath, see what horrors lay there. Almost involuntarily my hand found the hem. There was no one there to stop me, no one to know if I moved fast enough. 

Naturally, that’s when the door swung open.

“What’s the hold-up? Just wait until you hear the Shield’s-” Kira paused, raising a brow as I snatched my hand away, “Whatcha doing there?”

“Nothing.”

“Doesn’t look like nothing,” she looked down at the Ilvarjo’s face, adjusting both the mask and the sheet that covered his modesty. She walked around the bench, examining my handiwork before clicking her tongue, “another day and we’d have been digging a grave for this one by weeks end,” despite the harshness of her tone there was no maliciousness in her words, only indisputable facts, “you’ve done a good job here. You’ll make a damn fine physician one day. Don’t let some boy distract you from that goal, no matter how fancy his title.”

When had I ever allowed a boy to get in the way of anything? Never, that’s when. “Right.”

“Or you can always try begging when you inevitably get pregnant and fail your studies,” how rude. A drop of honey to drown out a bottle of vinegar, that was my mother. She caught the bloody bandage I threw at her face and placed it inside the wash bucket before gathering up the soiled surgery tools, “I’m joking. You’re doing fine. That’s why I have a proposition for you.”

“What proposition?” I knew full well what she was implying but wanted to hear the words come out of her mouth. I wanted that victory.

“You’re seriously going to make me spell it out, aren’t you?” she asked and groaned as I nodded, “fine, but I’m only doing this because you’re forcing me to,” with bloody tweezer still in hand she stood before me with a sincere look on her face. Well, as sincere as the good doc was capable of. Her toothy smile looked most unnatural, “Kilco, my heart, I need you to stay in Ascot to help me. Tada.”

“You didn’t say please.”

“I said tada.”

“And why do you need me to stay anyway?” I asked, pacing around the bench. That was all I had wanted, what I’d suffered through six hours of clinic duty each day for. And not regular clinic duty either, oh no. Field clinic. I’d looked at sunburns on backs, bums and even one pair of bollocks. Dealt with patients so dramatic that even the bards would’ve been impressed, and here it was, fruition. The good doc was asking me to stay. Asking. She’d never asked me for anything in my life, so why didn’t I feel any better? I glared at the Ilvarjo, resisting the urge to rip the band from his pretty hair. 

Later, I promised myself.

“Because he needs to be isolated and there is nobody else who can sit with him all day,” she said, popping open a bottle of disinfected and pouring it onto a rag. She said nothing as she rubbed the tweezers before snorting, “maybe this will convince you: The Shield claims that the boy disappeared into the umbra.”

“The Umbra?” I repeated slowly, raising my brows. The land of shadows. That fable had been as big a part of my childhood as Brother Yule and the Ostara Bilby. Pogue was somewhere between functionally batshit and batshit insane if he believed that, “the umbra’s a fairy tale.”

“I know, but the Shield’s insistent,” she placed the clean instrument in its marked place on the shelf, “that doesn’t really matter. What does is the fact that nobody knows where the kid has been. Blacklung is at epidemic rates in the highlands’ providence. An outbreak here would destroy us. It’s unlikely he’s been infected with that cloth covering his airways, but still-”

“No. I hate him.”

Kira blinked at me over the rim of her spectacles, her mouth settling into a severe line like she’d just smelled something rotten but was trying not to show it, “You’ve never met him.”

“And I hate him.”

“Tough shit,” Kira said, “you think I love everybody I care for? Do you believe everybody who works under me jumps for joy at the experience? No, even though that last group should. That’s life. Sometimes you’ve got to do things you don’t enjoy. You’ve spent the previous two weeks begging for a chance, well here it is. Grasp it,” she walked towards the door and paused, looking back at me, “two weeks, Kilco. That’s it. I’m going to keep him asleep for at least one. He needs rest, and I can’t imagine he’ll get much of that awake right now. Overall, the prognosis is good. We’ll see.”

With that said she left the room, left me steaming and clenching my fists. That was her way of saying there was no choice. She’d asked me, but it didn’t matter. I ran my fingers through the Ilvarjo’s hair. It was slightly greasy as I ripped the hairband out, bringing with it strands of sunkissed silk. It seemed I wasn’t being given any choice but to care for him, but nobody had said that I needed to make the experience a pleasant one.  
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Fear of eyes







-I recall an interesting exchange regarding the Ascotian Armoury with one of my dearest friends: a well-travelled bond collector with a knack for vulgarity, which, of course, made her one of my favourite conversalists’-“I cannot understand how this happened.“- By chance, we’d run into one another at a pub in Blackwell’s way, near the border of the Ordenian Providence. She’d just returned from a job, giddy with new experiences.- “Commander Ramsey is interrogating the Warlock as we speak, Your Highness.“- Out of politeness, I’d asked if she’d had the opportunity to view the infamous tree temple, only for her to lose her peachy colour. 

She recounted, not without chagrin, that in one small backwood village she’d patronised that the mayor’s only daughter was being wooed by three local lads-“I wish to be informed of any developments right away.“- The one who was least likely to win her hand dreamed up what he hoped would be a winning strategy. He would travel to the Armoury and enter the Ivory cage to claim the legendary Casteel sword for his bride-“You will be the first informed.“- everybody was in awe of his bravery, except for one village elder who approached the young hopeful and warned him that the sword is legendary for a reason -“and his eye?“- Nobody who has ventured inside the Ivory cage ever returned, for the sword is guarded by the Morrigan, an entity so dark it is but a shadow with a shifting face.-“it’s impossible to know until he wakes”- The Morrigan will take on the form of whomever it sees, and force you to confront yourself. If you are unable to stand behind your own skill, then the Morrigan shall sow and reap at will. 

‘It’s dangerous to go alone.’ 

‘Then I won’t go alone,’ the hopeful had gloated haughtily, ‘I’ll bring my foolhardy mate.’

“That night,” my dear friend recalled in a near whisper which I had to strain to hear, “the crows cried from dusk to dawn without reprise. When the sun finally showed itself, a skinned face had been slung from the branches of a willow tree by the village sign. It was the face of the two foolhardy mates, seamlessly stitched together, left and right, as if they’d always been one. -‘’I’ll ask the Deities for prosperity”- “Promise me, Joe, if you ever venture near the Armoury and hear the crows cry, turn and run.” I agreed to humour her, for I did not envision myself slumming through the Chicora Woods in the foreseeable future, but I did not doubt the look in her eyes. It was the only time I’d ever heard her admit to fear-

The door slammed shut and I closed my book. The life and travels of a wayward bard. A favourite of mine since moving on from unicorns and fae, but favourite or not, there are only so many times you can re-read a book in a week. Nobody would ever claim sitting in isolation an enlightening experience, but isolation in a forest with a comatose Ilvarjo and limited access to materials with which to pass the time was a special brand of misery.

“The life and travels of a wayward bard?” 

 Had I been standing I might’ve stumbled, but since I was sitting on my bed, I merely dropped the book. It clattered to the floor, and a pair of silver slippered feet stopped before it as Princess Amicia knelt to pick it up. She ran a gloved finger over the leather spine, “J.P Elliot has performed for me a number of times, but between us, this is by far his greatest work.“

“Yeah,” I muttered and leaned over to carefully pry the book from her unresisting hands before clearing my throat, “sorry, I thought you’d left with Lady Ilana.“

It was a fair assumption. Since that first night, everybody had treated me as non-existent. Lady Ilana, in particular, pissed me off. She visited twice daily to do what needed to be done beneath that mask, and not once had she so much as nodded in acknowledgement. Like caring for her loin fruit was my life’s greatest privilege. Nobles were the same everywhere: rude. Yet the most important nob of all gave me a warm smile as she sat at the foot of my bed without invitation.

“I’ve brought you something,” she said.

“Really?” 

“To show my gratitude for all you’re doing here,” she reached into the silver bag around her shoulder and pulled out a pink ribboned box, eagerly shoving it into my hands. She nodded with bright eyes and I placed the book down to pull the ribbon. Inside was a mess of chocolate-coated mellow fluff with cherries and cookies mixed in a slab. It looked hideously delicious.

 I gave the Princess a genuine smile as I broke some off and raised it to my lips. It was lovely of her to think of something like that, to show gratitude in such a substantial way. I bit into the chocolate bomb…and froze. 

“Do you like it?” 

 It tasted as if dirt and chaff had a fling. Rock hard yet spongy. The enamel of my teeth protested loudly at such maltreatment. “It’s-” Disgusting. A hate crime against both taste buds and dental hygiene.

“I made it myself.“

“- delicious.” 

Darkness flashed in her eyes, contradicting the pleasantness of her smile, “I’m glad,” she practically tweeted as she stood and closed the approximate two and a half steps that separated the Ilvarjo from me. She reached out and curled his bangs around her finger before pulling the already bone straight hair rigid, “what’s your prognosis? He sounds slightly congested.“

An understatement. The Ilvarjo had been rasping and coughing so much that I wanted nothing more than to rip off the stupid mask and suction the snot from his nose. No one would’ve stopped me - we were alone together most of the day - but Lady Ilana scared me so much that every time I went to do it, I’d hesitate at the final moment before slinking back to my cot, clasping my hands over my ears.

“It’s only a cold,” I replied and leaned over to adjust the freshly changed bandage, “the eye is healing nicely enough. There isn’t any more discharge and the wound has completely scabbed over. I can remove the bandage-“

“No,” Amicia barked in the hoarse tone. She shook her head and closed her eyes for a moment before reopening them, her voice back to its sickly-sweet pitch as she sighed, “no, thank you. It isn’t appropriate. I…,” she unhooked her finger from the Ilvarjo’s bangs and rested it against a scar over his right kidney, “of all my Ilvarjo, Ilya is my favourite. He’s a good boy. A loyal boy. He does what he’s told. You wouldn’t believe how difficult it can be to get them to do that. My young ones don’t always understand that I desire only the best for Ascot. Ilya does. He’s special.” It took all my resolve not to push my face into the pillow and scream. First the Shield, then the princess. Amicia was staring at me as if waiting for my confirmation that the Ilvarjo’s shit didn’t stink. Over my dead body was she getting it. Instead, I nodded stiffly. She nodded back, smoothing out her skirt as she moved to the door.

 “Alright. I wanted to thank you, is all,” she looked me in the eye, “please remember though he may only be one of my Ilvarjo, he is important to me. Very important. If something were to happen to him while under your care I’d be dreadfully upset. Ensure that it doesn’t. Now, enjoy your chocolate” She left then and once I was sure she wasn’t coming back I moved to the position she’d just abandoned. The boy’s chest rose and fell. I brought a hand to my mouth and spat the royal gift into it. 

The aftertaste would linger for hours. 







“His heart is beating faster, and his eyes are rapidly moving beneath his lids,” Doctor Kira announced like I cared. She’d taken one listen to the Ilvarjo’s chest and extended his isolation another week, and by extension mine. It wasn’t fair. He didn’t have blacklung, he’d be hacking up his lungs, bronchioles for bronchioles, if he had. She just wanted to punish me. 

“Melly and I have to do our evening rounds,” she said, “We won’t be long. Now, he shouldn’t wake for a few hours, but if he does, he’ll be confused. Explain everything gently. No sudden movements.” Like she had the right to lecture anybody on bedside manner when she’d threatened to castrate a man who’d taken an arrow to the knee the week before just because he looked at her funny. What a joke. “Oi, answer me when I talk to you.” 

“Yeah, I’ll be gentle with him.“

Grunting, she made a note on that damnable clipboard she carried with her, “good. I’ll hold you to that.“

And she could’ve too, had two hours in isolation not felt like two days. I’d paced around the tiny room as best I could without busting my knees into the stupid amount of furniture stuffed in there. Then I’d attempted to bite my nails, but there wasn’t enough left to satisfy my craving. Finally, I knelt at the Ilvarjo’s bed and poked his forehead, “wake up.” The Ilvarjo shifted slightly but didn’t re-join the land of the living. I gave his shoulder a rough shake while leaning in close to the half-covered ear, “wake up.“

A red eye blinked open and a hand brought up to ferociously rub, only to wince and rip it away once it contacted with the bandage. With a heavy sniff, the Ilvarjo pushed himself onto an elbow and groggily stared at me, “what do you want?” His voice was crackly, but the melodic accent still broke through. Much younger than expected. The Ilvarjo turned and buried their face in the crock of their elbow to hoarsely cough. A strange action considering his mouth was already well covered. He looked back at me and asked again, slowly “what-do-you-want?” 

I blinked. Did I look like a simpleton who required each word enunciated? 

 “I wanted to wake you,” I replied, sitting back on my cot, “you’ve been sedated for the last five days. The good doc thought it was time you re-joined reality.“

“The good doc?” he asked.

“Doctor Kira Escamilla,” I explained while watching with keen interest as he pinched the bridge of his nose through the mask before sniffing. I tried to imagine what his features must look like beneath that thing but found it impossible. He just looked grotesque in my mind, “we’re in the infirmary at the Armoury refugee camp. The Shield brought you-“

“Pogue?” the Ilvarjo looked around with pinched eyes, “where is he?“

Waiting outside, in all likelihood. Doctor Kira had banned him after that first night, claiming his nervous energy inhibited the healing process. I think she really just wanted to keep us apart. That didn’t stop him from turning up every day. Like clockwork, his voice would ring like a booming bell through the infirmary, only to be answered by Kira roaring at him to stop contaminating her sterile environment before she did something he’d regret. He was lucky she hadn’t chased him out with the poker yet.

 “No idea,” I said, “Haven’t seen him since he left you here, babbling some nonsense about the Umbra-“

“The Umbra?’’ the Ilvarjo interrupted. He didn’t sound confused, more surprised, “you’re certain he said the Umbra?“

“No, I just made the bit up to confuse you.“

The Ilvarjo just stared at me for a long moment before bringing his hand back to the bandaged eye, “I’m sorry. I’m quite disoriented at the moment, I cannot recall who you are.“

“That’s because we’ve never met,” I said, “my name’s Kilco. I’m a physician.“

“You’re a physician?” The Ilvarjo had the nerve to look me over pointedly while asking.

 I crossed my arms over my chest, “almost. Closest you have to one available right now, so I suggest you stop being so condescending.“

His gaze immediately dropped to his lap, “I apologize. I meant no offence, it’s only…you look young for a physician.“

“Well, you look young for an assassin,” I sneered. As if to prove a point, I reached out to adjust the bandage, only for the Ilvarjo to shy from my touch. A growl escaped my throat, “stay still, or I’ll poke you in the eye.” The Ilvarjo did as told but remained noticeably tense the entire time it took to unwrap the bandage from his face. Which took a damn long time, considering the onion level layering Doctor Kira had given it. I cleared my throat, “it was festering when you arrived. We’ve been bathing it daily in healing tonic, but it’s too early to tell the extent of the damage yet.“

“That’s alright,” he said quietly, “I’m not expecting it to function as it did before. The one who cut it used dark magic.” 

“That sucks,” I continued unwrapping, “though I must say, you’re handling it well.“

“I’m Ilvarjo,” he stated with detached calmness, “that’s what I’m trained for. My body doesn’t belong to me. I am indebted to give my final breath for the Royal family of Ascot.” That made me pause. How quaint to hear another so young speak nonchalantly about their own mortality. I pulled the final strip of cotton away, never able to hold back the wince at what lay beneath. His brow creased, “do you have a mirror?“

Of course, I had a mirror, I just wasn’t convinced handing it over was the best move. The eye was purple and swollen, the whites almost as bloodshot as his iris while the incisions had scabbed over, contrasting the metal stitches against pale skin and brows. Allowing him to see his face like that wouldn’t be kind, but then again, that wasn’t my problem. That was his face now. 

For better or worse. 

Maintaining eye contact, I removed the hand mirror from the side-table drawer and placed it down atop it. I wouldn’t make that decision: if he chose to look, it was his prerogative. It wasn’t my problem. The Ilvarjo didn’t break eye contact for a moment. Unnerved, I pointed to my right, “there’s the mirror.“

 He sat staring at it for a moment before closing his left eye, opening it, closing his right. His brow furrowed as he picked the mirror up. I watched, waited for any emotion that might flash in his eye. None came. After a minute he lowered the mirror, “oh.“

That there was the most intriguing reaction of all. In my experience, life-changing injuries elicited extreme emotion responses, deep depression, renewed devotion to the Divine, complete denial. One above the knee amputee had laughed so manically at the news that it still haunted my dreams. Never had a patient simply said oh before. “That’s it?”

“I’m sorry,” he said awkwardly before raising the mirror again, “I expected it to be worse.” 

Of course, he did, and of course, it wasn’t. That boy had all the luck. I wagged my finger in front of his face with more aggression than perhaps was necessary, “can you see out of it at all?“

He squinted and followed my finger as it zoomed past his face. The eye moved perfectly, but was noticeably slower than his left, like forgotten choreography. The Ilvarjo shook his head, “nothing.“

“Ah, well.” I twisted my finger by the corner of his eye. Just to check he wasn’t lying. Nada. Not so much as a twitch. 

 “May I ask you a question?” he asked.

My hand dropped, unsure of what to do with itself, “I guess.“

“Does my face look horrible?” 

How to answer such a question. 

“I don’t know. I can’t see your face,” I said with a sharp laugh. He didn’t return it, just stared. My hands clenched and unclenched. I never did know what to do with them in such situations, “um, the swelling will go down. So will the bruising.” 

“Thank you, I’m aware of that,” he interrupted, “what I’m asking is at this very moment do I look disfigured to you?” 

Giving him that mirror was a stupid idea. I bit my lip, “yes,” I admitted, “but it will get better. Ask again in a few days-“

“Thank you,” he calmly lifted the mirror once more. No matter what I tried, he refused to engage with more than one-word responses for the rest of the night. It did nothing to cool the persistent burn throbbing inside my chest. 







To say that the Ilvarjo was underwhelming would be an understatement. He did the same things every other boy did. There was nothing special about him just because his eyes were the colour of blood. The first few days he’d spent sleeping. That was to be expected, the sedative he’d spent a week under was brutal, but even awake he offered no relief from my boredom.

 Lady Ilana continued to visit. Each morning she’d bring with her parchment in cryptic script I couldn’t read while they conversed in a tongue I couldn’t understand. It made me feel more invisible to her than ever. Once she left, he’d focus on his work whenever awake. He was quiet in everything he did and polite to a fault. 

The only thing worse than unnecessary politeness is fake unnecessary politeness. It was as if the Ilvarjo was incapable of speaking without punctuating his words with please and thank you, and most agitating of all, apologies for things that didn’t require them. It was such an unnatural way of speaking, and I was convinced he was doing so simply because he disliked me. Which was ridiculous, for he hadn’t even bothered to get to know me. Not really.

It was after Ilana had left on the fourth morning that I decided to make my displeasure known. Melly delivered our breakfast trays as she did every morning, and like every morning the Ilvarjo waited for me to move my chair at our little card table around. Not that morning. Staring directly at him, I raised a spoonful of the brown slop that was supposed to be porridge to my mouth. 

“Kilco.” 

“Mmm?” 

He looked down at the glass of milk in his hands, “can you please turn around?” 

“No.“

He seemed taken aback by that, the grip on the milk tightening as his brows pinched together, “why not?” 

Because he was rude. Because he was boring. Because I’d given him no reason to dislike me, yet he did anyway. All that went unspoken, of course. I merely shrugged. 

The pinching of his forehead increased, “I cannot eat with you watching me.“

“Exactly,” I stirred the spoon with deliberate ease, “I want to know what you’re hiding beneath the mask.“

“Just my face.“

“So nobody is allowed to look at your face?“

He shook his head, “only my family and Her Highness, if she pleases.” 

“Forever?“

“No, not forever. Only until-“

“How come?“

His one eye winked at me then. I don’t think that was his intention, but it was enough to make me bark a laugh. His grip on the glass tightened. “Are you finished?” he asked once my laugher had died down. For good measure, I forced a giggle. He exhaled, “Are you planning to stop watching me any time soon? I’m thirsty.“

“I’m going to watch you all day today, simply because I can,” I replied with a smirk. 

He glanced at the divider in the corner and pulled his knees to his chest, pulling the blanket tight, “even when I need to use the toilet?” 

That wasn’t something I’d considered. Nobody had bothered to supply him with any clothes since Doctor Kira had cut off his uniform, and as a result, he was as naked as a freshly baked bub under that blanket. I’d been turning my back to give him the privacy to wrap himself up like a desert explorer whenever nature called, but it was my turn to relieve myself of the stress of caring for an ingrate.

 “You’re a professional. Try the shadows,” I said and might’ve cackled too had he not shot me a glare so ferocious that I choked on my own breath. The good doc would’ve given her left hand for a glare so severe. Had he two eyes to glare with, I wouldn’t have been able to hold it. As it was, I focused on the bandage until there was a soft crack. He looked down. 

“You’re a monster.“

I watched the white fluid dribble onto the blanket and smiled, “spilled milk.“







“You’re sure he’s been drinking his healing tonics? All of them, to the last drop?” the good doc asked while roughly poking the skin by the Ilvarjo’s eyes. Some kind soul had finally fetched him some underwear so that he could sit at the card table to be examined, and he looked thrilled, staring at the canvas wall, barely drawing breath as Doctor Kira prodded. It was hard not to laugh. 

It was the fear. 

Doctor Kira had once theorized that if putting the fear of a deity into a person made them subservient only to that deity, she could capitalize on that same fear to ensure her patients and subordinates followed her orders to the letter. The fear of the physician she’d called it, and the Ilvarjo had an incurable case. 

“Kilco?“

I blinked, “uh, yes, Doctor Kira. To the last drop. I’ve ensured it.“

Kira grunted as she turned back to the Ilvarjo with a mocking smile, “and how are we feeling today?“

“Fine, thank you, Doctor Kira,” he replied politely, cautiously. 

“Any stomach aches or toilet troubles?“

“No,” he said and closed his eyes, realizing only too late his fatal mistake. 

Doctor Kira straightened up to loom above his seated position, all dregs of mirth gone as she looked down, “no what?” 

“N-no Doctor Kira.“

“Consider that your final warning. Next time…” Kira trailed off, allowing the unspoken fester in his mind to explode. That’s how the fear spread. Dark shadows from her spectacles illuminated her face as pointed to our trays by the flap, “care to explain if your digestive system is so healthy why you haven’t finished your evening meal like I instructed you to?“

That wasn’t a difficult question to answer. Kira had deemed the Ilvarjo too skinny and promptly prescribed enormous nightly servings of the stew that the cooks claimed was beef, but the troops swore was mutton. The only issue was, I doubted the Ilvarjo had ever eaten such large portions of anything in his life. Having little in the way of body fat, he seemed made almost entirely of lean muscle, his ribs and vertebrae prominent through skin so pale it was practically translucent. A tiny creature, he stood little more than a head taller than I did. He’d most inconveniently ignored the one-time curiosity dared me to ask his age, but I couldn’t imagine he was older than I was. Possibly much younger. To force him to consume so much, well, if he hadn’t a stomach ache before he’d be positively bloated after. 

I watched as he swallowed when his eyes darted to the trays before slowly looking back to Kira. I recognized the emotion in his eyes, the fear and uncertainty of being in Kira’s bad books, and without permission, my mouth moved, “that’s my tray.“

Twin faces of disbelief looked at me, “your tray?” Kira said, “you’ve never left so much as a single pea on your plate.” 

That was true, but it was too late to back out without punishment for lying or at the very least a whack across the ears, so I nodded, “that’s because I’ve always known what I’ve been eating before but here…well, does anybody know where they’ve been burying the dead?“

“At the opposite side of the Armoury. You know that. You’ve been there.” Kira said sharply.

“Yeah but…” I shrugged.

Kira stared blankly at me for a moment before readjusting her spectacles with a scoff. She pulled a tonic vial from her pocket and shoved it against my chest, “Take this. Make sure Ilya drinks it before going back to sleep,” without another word she marched to the flap and pushed it open, only to look back over her shoulder at the last second with an unnerving smile, “sweet dreams.” 

As the flap swished behind her the Ilvarjo let out a breath and continued watching the flap with caution as I uncorked the vial. “She won’t jump back in with a final book. That isn’t her style. At least, not anymore. Here,” I passed the tonic over, “she frightens you, doesn’t she?“

“She does,” he glared at the tonic before giving me a pleading look. I turned my back. Most could stomach the bitter tonic on occasion but drinking several daily was the sort of torture you wished on your worst enemy. The ruffling of fabric told me he was done, and I turned to take the vial back, but he made no move to hand it over, instead tapped the glass, “why did you do that?“

I couldn’t tell him the truth. He wouldn’t understand the truth, so I shrugged, “I don’t know. I guess I just know what it’s like to be on the receiving end of her unreasonable rules.“

He looked at me without blinking, as if reading my soul. He must not have enjoyed what he saw, for he dropped the vial into my hand as if unwilling to touch my skin, “it doesn’t matter, I suppose. Thank you.” Those were empty words of gratitude, laced with something profound. Real. Something that forced me to feel what he felt when all I wanted was to feel nothing at all. 
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Fear of knees




“Okay, I’ve got one.”

Ilya looked up from his book and arched a brow just so. I flopped down on my mattress and rested my chin on my palm, “say that I offered to give you fifty-thousand gold krona, but if you took it an immortal homicidal snail would stalk you until your dying day. If it were ever to touch you, you’d die on the spot. Would you take the krona?”

“What kind of hypothetical is that?”

“I claimed to have one,” I said with a hum, “I never promised it was a good one. So?” 

He put the book down and twisted the ends of his hair. No matter how ridiculous my questions were, he contemplated them thoroughly. I liked that. After several seconds he shrugged, “I’m not sure.”

“I’d take the Krona,” I said, “I mean, how fast can a snail move anyway?”

“I have precisely no idea.” 

“Huh. And here I thought you knew everything about anything.”

“Not about snails,” he said dryly, that brow arching once more. Damn, I envied his ability to emote so thoroughly with only a quarter of a face, “why would I ever need to know that?”

“So that you can win a pot of Krona, obviously,” my laugh died a premature death when the flap to our little room was torn open with such force that the material squelched from the pressure as another Ilvarjo stormed inside. Though she was uniformed, her entire demeanour could be summarized by her irritated blonde braids, which appeared only moments from exploding free from their twists as she marched towards Ilya. 

“Hey,” I yelled, “this is an isolated room. You can’t here.”

The Ilvarjo shot me a bloodcurdling glare before shoving a sealed envelope into Ilya’s face while barking something my brain couldn’t understand. Ilya stared at the envelope in her hands for only a moment, but it was a moment too long for the girl slapped him across the face with it and raised her voice louder. Ilya blinked and took the envelope, saying something in return, but no longer had the envelope left her fingers than the girl turned on her heels and stormed straight back out again.

 “Wow,” I said, watching the flap swing violently, “she’s…intense. What died up her ass?”

Ilya didn’t respond as he stared at the envelope’s seal for a long moment before breaking it to withdraw three pages of parchment. His eyes narrowed as he took them in. I cleared my throat and he quickly glanced up, “Mercy is my cousin. She doesn’t usually behave in such a manner. At least she didn’t. I’ve only ever spent time with her around my brother.”

That didn’t soothe my curiosity, but it did pique a new one, “you never said that you have a brother.”

“That’s because I don’t anymore.”

Shit. Foot, reintroduce yourself to mouth. I sat up straighter and clenched my hands in the sheets, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have-”

“He’s not dead,” Ilya stated without looking up from the parchment, “he’s just not here.”

“Oh, right. I see.”

I didn’t see, but Ilya didn’t explain. He read the letter once, twice, thrice. The vein in his forehead became more prominent with each flip of the pages until he simply dropped them onto the mattress and reclaimed his book. He wasn’t reading, his eye still and unfocused upon the page. I probably should have said something, asked if anything was wrong, but I’d apparently slept through the crash course on comforting bedside manner. Consoling wasn’t something I had experience in, and so I did what had always been modelled. I wordlessly picked up my own book and read. 

That was how Melly found us an hour later when she delivered our dinner trays. Ilya quietly thanked her before picking up his spoon to dribble the detestable gravy into the bowl. Unsure of what to do or what he wanted me to say, I set my own tray on the table and pulled the flimsy chair out so it faced the wall. 

“My mother has left for Swannanoa with Lord Issak,” Ilya said, “She isn’t expected to return for at least a month.” 

Oh. That explained why Lady Ilana’s visits had become sporadic. That day she hadn’t visited at all. I turned to him with a smile I hoped was sympathetic but was probably just awkward, “Is that a bad thing?”

“Not inherently. It’s just,” he scooped another spoonful and let it dribble, “when my mother is gone the treatment we receive tends to rapidly deteriorate. Basic courtesy seems to leave with her. It’s never an easy time for us.”

“As my mother would say, screw them.” 

Ilya looked at me for a long moment before giving a hollow laugh and tugging at the material covering his face. Had gravity allowed it I’m sure my jaw would’ve hit the floor. He had the same strong facial features as his mother, only with the sharp angles still smoothed out by the softness of youth which left him reminiscent of those fancy porcelain people rich ladies displayed on their mantels. Ilya smiled as I continued staring. It was strange to watch his mouth emote with his eye, “is there something on my face?”

Unwilling to blink, lest he be covered up once more when my eyes reopened, I shook my head, “sorry, you’re just really pretty.”

His smile shattered like a vase, “I’m a boy.”

“I know.”

“Boys are handsome.”

“Boys can be pretty.”

Huffing, Ilya picked up his spoon and shoved some stew into his mouth. I was awed at how his jaw moved while he chewed. He looked up as he swallowed, red eye burning into mine, and I was finally forced to look away. Tapping my glass, I cleared my throat, “why did you remove your mask? I’m not a member of your family if you didn’t know.”

“I know, and I’ll get in an indescribable amount of strife if my family ever discovers that I removed it, but we’re sharing a small space, and I spend most days thirsty because I cannot drink. With my mother gone nobody will have time to come and check on me. Besides, I trust you won’t tell everybody what my face looks like,” the smile returned, a beautiful, soft smile that didn’t reach his eye, “so please, don’t.”

“They wouldn’t believe me if I tried,” I said and quickly sculled my water. Trust. Such vast responsibility laced in such a small word. Why should he trust me when I couldn’t trust myself? Once the glass was empty, I stood and went to the foot of his bed, cautiously raising my hand to touch those beautiful sun-bleached strands at his crown. He didn’t pull away like I’d expected him to, and something fluttered in my chest. The corners of my mouth turned upright, encouraging me to ask the one thing I’d desired since his arrival, “can I braid your hair?” 







The great philosopher T.L Rial once claimed that the secret to happiness was nothing more than a roof over your head, warm food in your belly and a good friend with whom to share it with. Frankly, Rial was a liar. Sure, those things made life comfortable, but they did nothing to stop the buzzing as my brain ate away its own fibres due to lack of stimulation.

“Do you have any kings?” Ilya asked. 

I shook my head. Go-flippin-fish. He inhaled deeply and pinched the bridge of his nose before picking up a card and adding it to his hand without looking, “how many times are we expected to play this?”

“We can play blackjack again,” I offered and squinted at my cards, “any aces?” He flicked a card before placing his hand down on the table and leaning back on the chair. I picked the card up. Ace of hearts. Nice.

 “I don’t want to play blackjack again,” Ilya said as he pulled down his mask. He still insisted on wearing the thing, claiming he felt naked without it, having worn one since he was a toddler. I suspected he just didn’t like me saying how cute he looked without it, “I don’t want to play cards at all. I want to go outside. My muscles are wasting away. At this point, I’m going to require another two weeks of re-training before I’m able to resume my duties.”

“I know, but Doctor Kira will never allow it. She’s worried you’ll infect the camp,” I said.

“But I’m not sick. I don’t even have a cold anymore. How long does Doctor Kira expect-” Ilya paused and leaned forward to look at me, “Kilco, where is Doctor Kira?”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s approaching noon,” Ilya said and pointed at the skylight in the ceiling above, “Doctor Kira should have come by already this morning to examine me, so where is she?”

Frowning, I looked at the sky. He was right. Doctor Kira had taken to examining him once every morning, and again come night for the two weeks he’d been awake. Likely because she enjoyed how much she frightened him. She wouldn’t miss it. I went to the flap and pushed it open to peer into the central infirmary. Melly was busy taking some man’s temperature, and I waved my arm to get her attention before ducking back inside. 

It was lucky neither of us was dying, for it took the better part of ten minutes for Melly to make her way to our room. She looked around with her lips paused, “what’s wrong? Is he feeling sick again?” 

“Who would know considering how nobody has bothered to check on him today,” I retorted.

Melly sighed and looked at the roof for a brief moment before giving Ilya a soft smile, “are you alright? Doctor Kira mentioned that you vomited during the night.”

“I’m fine, thank you.”

“That’s good. If there’s noth-”

“Where’s Doctor Kira?” I asked. 

Melly gave me a tired look before turning back to Ilya with another soft smile, as if he’d been the one to ask, “Doctor Kira has decided to take the day off today, but don’t worry, it will be back to business tomorrow as usual.”

My heart plummeted to the floor. My mother didn’t take days off work willy nilly. Even when sick herself she soldiered on in denial, claiming rest was for the weak. Really, rest was for those who didn’t enjoy any excuse to get off their face on painkillers. No, my mother only took days off for the latest edition releases of general infirmary, and to get blind drunk after something had gone horribly, horribly wrong. 

“Who died?” I asked. 

“Four patients, back-to-back last night.”

Yep. That would do it. 

“Why would that bother her enough to take the day off?” Ilya asked, looking between Melly and me, “it isn’t as if she has a heart.”

All newly developed feelings of affection for the Ilvarjo bolted so quickly that there wasn’t a chance to close the gate. How dare he? He didn’t know my mother. He wouldn’t like it if I insulted his mother, and Deities knew there was plenty to choose from if the rumours around camp could be believed. I opened my mouth, but luckily Melly spoke before I could say something I’d regret, “on the contrary, Doctor Kira is the most caring person I’ve ever met.”

“Honestly?” Ilya asked. 

“Honestly,” Melly said as a loud retch came from the central infirmary. She frowned and turned around, “excuse me a moment.” 

As she left the room, Melly seemed to take the heat with her, leaving only a cold and oppressive atmosphere in her wake. I could feel Ilya’s eye on me as I stood to scrape our plates.

 “I apologize for what I said,” he finally broke the uncomfortable silence, “it’s just difficult for me to imagine Doctor Kira upset by death. She’s always so collected. I don’t understand why she’d react like that.”

“Of course you don’t understand. You’re Ilvarjo. You kill people. That’s the opposite of what we do.” I said while glaring at him over my shoulder. 

His brow creased, “we don’t all kill-”

“My mother has to be the way she is,” I interrupted, uninterested in buying whatever weaselling he was selling. No, he wasn’t going to make me feel sorry for him. Not when he’d just insulted my family name, “you don’t know what it’s like to save somebody, to give it your all, only for them to die anyway. You have to be cynical in medicine. It’s the only way you will survive.”

“That I can understand because my mother’s the exact same,” he said quietly. 

Oh, please. 

I spun around with my hands on my hips, “your mother kills more than anybody else in this stupid camp. You all do. It’s sort of a family trait. It’s not the same.”

“We don’t all kill, Kilco,” Ilya repeated in a tone that dared me to interrupt again, “At least, not before the war. There wasn’t any need to. Or rather, we weren’t permitted to. Our debt to Ascot must always come first, but that isn’t always easy because most people in Ascot despise us. There are entire villages who believe that every incurable illness or unexplained tragedy is a result of the blood-eyed curse,” he swallowed heavily as the slur left his mouth, “we’re fortunate that Goonawarra Valley is not easily accessible to outsiders. Still, it’s not impassable either, and well, things happen. Unfortunate things. Because of our debt, my mother cannot react how any other leader would react under those circumstances, but as our free leader we are always her responsibility. Believe me when I tell you that I understand.”

The confession made me uncomfortable. It was too close to the lines of secret sharing, and I didn’t share secrets. All it took was one slip of the tongue and secrets spread more rapidly than a fleshpox outbreak, and before long everybody knew your business, even when they didn’t. I dropped my hands from my hips and strolled over to take his arm, “come on,” I said, “Doctor Kira isn’t here to stop us. Let’s go.”
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Fear of sharp objects







Being kept captive inside an infirmary for weeks on end should be classified as a specific form of torture. So long had we been there that I’d almost forgotten that oxygen didn’t smell of disinfectant with the slightest twinge of rotten flesh. No, oxygen was smooth and sweet and everything scrumptious in life. I ravelled in the freedom of such wide-open spaces by swinging my arms around like a windmill, simply because I could. People turned and stared with undisguised disapproval, and had I been any less preoccupied with filling my lungs with sweet, sweet life I might’ve flipped them off, but alas I was too busy basking in the glory of being outside to care. Outside. Until I noticed it wasn’t me they were glaring at.  

If Ilya noticed, he didn’t show it as he busied himself adjusting the infirmary supplied clothing of white linen which had obviously been made with a much larger man in mind. They drowned his skinny figure so thoroughly that rope was required just to keep him from flashing any unsuspecting onlookers his family jewels, though judging by the looks they gave him he might as well have let it hang loose. I glared at a pair of busted faced medics before turning to Ilya, unsure of what to say. 

“You didn’t throw up last night.”

He looked up and blinked, “pardon?”

“Melly said you vomited, but you didn’t.”

“No, I did,” he said and continued rolling up his sleeves, “you’d already fallen asleep, and so Doctor Kira cleaned it up. She wasn’t particularly kind about it either, but I feel better now.”

Kira was never kind. Especially not in the middle of the night. Still, the fact that he had been sick and I hadn’t known unnerved me. He’d told me that he wasn’t sick not an hour prior, “what made you throw up?”

Ilya froze and slowly raised his hand to massage the left side of his neck. The jaw of his mask shifted just so, and I could imagine that he was frowning, then he did what he always seemed to do when he didn’t want to answer: he walked off. I scrunched my brow and speed after him. If he wanted the subject dropped, I could drop it. 

For the moment. “You shouldn’t be walking around without shoes on. It’s a good way to lose a toe, or at least gain a nasty fungal infection,” I eyed an unidentifiable pile of droppings on the path, “where are we going anyway?”

“I want to find the Shield,” he said, and looked around as if Pogue would materialize from the tree line. Knowing him, it wouldn’t be at all surprising if he did, “but I have got to find my own clothes first.”

Fair enough. I pointed towards the infirmary cloakroom, which in actuality was little more than a rickety shack by the meadow’s entrance which I avoided at all costs, “I’m not sure about your clothes, but your shoes will be in there. That’s a good start.”

Ilya nodded and stepped forward, only to pause when I didn’t fall into step, “you’re not coming with me?” 

Definitely not. The good doc had taken great offence at the idea that some nameless authority had declared that she couldn’t be entrusted to safeguard her patient’s belongings, necessitating them to be locked away. When Doctor Kira got mad, she got loud, but as nobody knew which wheathead had enacted the policy, she’d gone to the nearest available victim to bully into submission. The quatermistress had put up a good fight, but Kira had been in fine form that day. She’d verbally pulverized her without breaking a sweat. That beef-cake hadn’t worked up the courage for a rematch yet, so instead had found a convenient target to make her displeasure known. Me. 

“You’re a big boy, perfectly capable of picking up some shoes alone,” I said and resumed my windmilling, “I’ll wait here.”

And I waited.

 Waited so long that my arms grew sore from the unorthodox movements that had caused more than one person to glare like it was my fault when they strayed too close to rhe firing range. After almost breaking one whinging healer’s nose, I decided to find out what the hold up was. I should’ve known.

“I don’t care if you’re the blessed Sword himself. No ticket, no backpack. Not breaking that rule for nobody, especially not the likes of you,” The quatermistress shrieked with such an imminent boom that it echoed above the loud noise of camp life. Already people had stopped to stare at the scene the beefy woman was causing. I wanted nothing more than to back away, pretend to know nothing of anything, and avoid all inevitable gossip that was sure to spread like herpes at Yule. Only, Ilya was standing with his back to me, fists clenched but unmoving, and damn it if he wasn’t still my patient. And a physician never leaves a patient behind. I pulled my shoulders back, trying to make myself as big and cocky as possible. I’d make my mother proud yet. 

“What’s this dribble about tickets?” I strutted up to the storage shed and placed my hands on my hips, “never heard about such a system. Ah, good morning Quatermistress.”

“I have a name,” the quatermistress spat while glaring at me like I was little more than dung on a well-loved boot, then turned back to Ilya with a glare that was somehow even dirtier, “and what’s good about a morning with an Ilvarjo banging on your door, trying to steal stuff?” 

Huh. I wasn’t aware thieves were in the habit of knocking and asking. I was about to point that out, but Ilya spoke first, “I’m not trying to steal anything. If I was you wouldn’t know until I was long gone,” okay, he wasn’t helping his case, “if you open the front pocket it has my name stitched inside, and the blue sword has the eye of the true path engravings. Who else but an Ilvarjo would carry such a sword?”

The quatermistress scoffed, making no move to verify Ilya’s claims. I groaned under my breath. Kira wouldn’t stay gone forever, we didn’t have time for this, “I will take full responsibility if anything goes missing, okay?” I said.

The quatermistress turned on me, her eyes ablaze as her thin top lip turned up in an ugly snarl like that of a drooling hound, “you would, wouldn’t you?” spittle projected from her mouth as she spoke, “don’t think I haven’t heard all about you, missy. Typical of thieves to flock together.”

My own lips twisted into a snarl that couldn’t have been any more attractive than hers. That was precisely what I had wanted to avoid. How dare that potato of a woman say such things, in front of Ilya of all people. He didn’t need to hear such dribble. My chest was heating up again, and I could barely part my teeth to say, “don’t take my word then. I’ll go get Doctor Kira and she can tell you herself, but be warned, she woke up in a real, real foul mood this morning.”

The quatermistress glowered, staring me dead in the eye in an unspoken challenge that the burn in my chest was too severe to lose, and though the ugly expression remained plastered on her face, her eyes dulled a bit, “what’s its name?”

“Ilya Lukasiak,” Ilya said. 

The quatermistress turned so fast that her joules jiggled. “I wasn’t talking to you,” she snarled before looking back to me, her scowl somehow uglier than before, “name?”

“He just told you his name,” I said, still unable to part my teeth, “and unless you’ve developed an acute case of deafness, I know you heard him.”

Huffing, the quatermistress slithered her way into the hut, appearing moments later with a leather backpack and two sheathed swords. She threw them across the bench at Ilya before leaning over and carefully, deliberately, spitting at his feet. My face screwed up, “that’s disgusting,” I said, “this is in an infirmary. If my mother hears about you doing that she’ll spay you with a rusty object. I’m in half a mind to tell her myself.”

The quatermistress went pale, and she looked me over as if searching for a lie. There was none. The only thing my mother tolerated less than unruly patients was unsanitary behaviour. The quatermistress seemed to consider her options before opening her big gob, closing it, and storming back into the hut while muttering under her breath about undignified Bethallans and blood-eyes lovers. 

No sooner had the door closed behind her did I turn on Ilya, “you shouldn’t let people treat you like that.”

“Let them?” he looked up from his belongings, “what do you suggest I do, knife her? We can’t all have a crazy mother to threaten those we dislike with,” he said that like I was the one with a feared assassin for a mum. Sighing, he gracefully stood, “the spitting is nothing but old superstition. A benign one at that.“

“You like having your feet bathed in saliva is what you’re saying?” I asked. 

“Of course not. What I’m saying is that it’s benign. The spitters spit because they’re frightened of touching us. It’s the ones who aren’t afraid we must be wary of.” 

Ilya shoved the tips of the two short swords into the pack and slung it over his shoulder like it weighed next to nothing. He didn’t wait for my response before walking towards the medics’ rest area. It wasn’t busy, but most of those present seemed to scatter as Ilya approached. Those who didn’t kept an uncomfortably close eye on us as he dropped the bag on an abandoned picnic table. I flipped one healer staring a little too closely off as Ilya pulled out his uniformed exoskeleton. 

“Wow,” I said, reaching out to touch it. The leather was buttery soft with the joints and shoulders covered in some material I’d never encountered before, like a light and flexible chainmail, “the last time I saw that it had been cut to ribbons.”

“My mother ensured that it was repaired before she left,” Ilya said absentmindedly as he removed the hooded cape, tabard, and bandages. Deities, I couldn’t imagine being so covered every day of my life. He looked around and exhaled, “where can I change?” I hummed and pointed towards the shower block that was really nothing more than a dirty hole-filled bucket surrounded by tarps. Ilya’s brows pinched, but he said nothing as he shoved his feet into his boots and walked off, leaving me with his backpack. 

Now, I’d like to claim that I fully respected Ilya’s privacy, but that suit took time to change into, and damn it, I was only human. The short swords were practically out anyway, and when I removed them a dagger belt had caught on one and, well, it didn’t take long to empty the entire bag. He had all the usual stuff: 

. Canteen: empty

. Map: Ascot.

. Journal: unreadable scribble.

. Dry biscuits: tasted like sawdust. 

. Looking glass made of bronze: Could fetch a good price…I slapped my cheek. Ilya was my friend. I wasn’t about to steal from him. I replaced all his personal items and focused on the blades. Most were daggers and needles, neatly placed in leather belts that looked to buck around either his leg or arm, possibly even both. 

I removed a dagger and gave it a clumsy jab. It was sharp and well-balanced, but overall nondescript. Putting it down, my heartbeat increased as I reached for the swords. The first had a simple hilt of blue velvet, and as Ilya had promised, the Ilvarjo sigil and script decorated the blade. It was pretty, but it wasn’t the source of my excitement. The second sword wasn’t nearly as beautiful, but my fingers tingled when I removed it from the scabbard.

 The handle was a metallic moss which shimmered in the mid-afternoon light, while the blade itself was a dark matte grey and impossibly light in my hand. It was devoid of almost all decorations or engravings, with only a small bronze Ilvarjo sigil placed at its crosspiece, the smallest of amethysts winking up from where the crescent moon typically sat in the eye’s centre. I couldn’t look away. It was so alien, so unlike anything else I’d ever seen before. It felt like the camp disappeared, the noise of the infirmary being drowned out as that tingling sensation travelled up my spine and into my ears. The sword was trying to tell me all the secrets of the universe. Secrets I could almost hear…

It was snatched from my hands with such force that I nicked my thumb. Hissing, I put it in my mouth before looking up. Ilya’s hood obscured his eye. Damn it. I removed my thumb and coughed, “Sorry. It was rude of me to go through your things like that.”

“Yes, it was,” his voice was oddly deep as he looked at the sword before gently placing it upon the table. No sooner had he set it down then my eyes were back on the blade, hands itching to reach over and take it back. I sat on them and grit my teeth instead.

“I’ve never seen a sword like that before.”

“And you never will again,” Ilya said as he tightened a dagger belt around his thigh. His tone wasn’t unkind, only factual. As if sensing my desire, he grabbed the sword and shoved it back inside his pack, “it’s unique.”

“I’ll say,” I muttered, staring at the hilt which the canvas did nothing to cover. I pushed my weight down further, “holding it sent shivers down my spine. Crazy as it sounds, it’s almost like it was whispering to me.”

Ilya’s head snapped up with a disturbed look, “did it whisper to you?“

Did it…I laughed. Really laughed, so hard that throat stung. Ilya didn’t laugh, his brows growing more and more pinched as he gripped the picnic table tight enough that it shook. That made me pause. He seemed annoyed, and more than a little bit pissed. I frowned, “of course it didn’t whisper. It’s an inanimate object,” he continued staring at me without blinking, and my frown increased, “isn’t it?”

He closed his eye and took a deep breath before reopening it to stare into mine. That fiery gaze burnt, but I held it as best I could. That alone seemed to satisfy Ilya. He sat down, pushing the hood from his head, “what do you know about my disappearance?” 

Of all the questions I’d been expecting, that hadn’t even made the list. Still, he continued staring, so I cleared my throat, “nothing really. The Shield said something about the Umbra, which is clearly nonsense-”

“It isn’t nonsense,” Ilya rubbed his uncovered eye, “Lord Deniliquin’s mother, Lady Lucina, banished me there. She said that was where I belonged, and she wasn’t wrong,” he removed the sword from its scabbard. The itch in my fingers caused them to twitch, “the Ilvarjo have a connection to shadows. Everybody knows that. This sword was a gift from a friend there. Another Ilvarjo of sorts. You see, in my culture, everybody who dies must be entombed in the catacombs at Caer Spiel to move beyond the after. If they are not, their spirit is lost. That’s what Erebus is…was. He was the personification of every Ilvarjo throughout Ascot’s history who has died without being put to rest. And then he died. That’s what you can sense. When an entity that old passes it leaves behind an essence of itself. In life, this was Erebus’ sword. In death, it is his soul.”

What else is there to say to such a claim other than, “huh.”

“Just huh?”

“Well, it’s rude to say that when you nicked your eye, you might also have nicked your brain.” Ilya grabbed his stuff and stormed off before the final word passed my lips, forcing me to jog to catch up, “I’m sorry,” I said, “but even you have to admit that an Umbra residing Ilvarjo Deity residing inside your sword is a lot to digest. It’s practically a fairy tale.” 

A bad one at that.

“I’m a fairy tale and I exist,” Ilya said. 

“You’re more of a cautionary tale,” I chirped. He didn’t laugh, merely increased his pace. Deities, how did his legs move so fast? “look, I believe you alright.”

“No, you don’t.”

“Okay, I don’t,” I admitted, “but I believe that you believe and that’s basically the same thing.”

Ilya stopped so suddenly that I almost slammed into his back. He turned to look at me. Really look at me. It felt as if he was probing my soul, trying to detect some malicious or lie within those words. The intense visual examination dragged for so long I feared that I’d broken him, but he then nodded and resumed walking without another word, albeit slower. I fell into step and peered at his profile. We were walking in the opposite direction to where Pogue’s tent was, “Where are we going?” 

“To train. There’s something I need to see.”
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The foot troops training yard was surprisingly empty of, well, foot troops. Which, in hindsight, made sense with it being lunch and all, but in that very moment it was eery how quiet and still the usually bustling yard was. There was no clinking of metal on metal, no yelling, no sneering in dismay. The only one’s present were the few older captains sporting injuries that made them captains in name only. At least none of them spared much more than cursory glances as Ilya claimed one of the target ranges. 

“Don’t Ilvarjo have their own training yard or something?” I asked, shoving my hands into my armpits in a huff. Since my arrival, the Ilvarjo camp with its locked gates and windchimes had fascinated and dazed me, and there I was with a real Ilvarjo, in the common training yard. Typical.

“We do,” Ilya said as he withdrew a dagger, “several, in fact. However, I suspect that my eye is going to cause some disturbance with my technique. The world appears…flat. If I’m to struggle, I’d prefer to do so in private, away from everybody I know.”

“But you don’t care if I watch?” 

He looked at me blankly, “you know nothing about blade technique. You’re not in any position to judge mine.”

That was an odd assumption. I might not have known much about throwing blades, but my ability to judge anything and everything should never have been questioned. I hummed as Ilya squinted, lining his hand up with the target and taking a deep breath. He closed his eye, opened it, and flicked his wrist. The dagger flew too far to the right and into the hay bale behind it. I smirked at him, “looks like I’m not the only one who doesn’t understand blades.”

“Shut up, Kilco,” Ilya said and took another dagger from his belt. He stared at the target, eye burning as he took another deep breath and flicked. Again, the dagger flew too far to the right. His brow furrowed deeply, and that time I kept my mouth shut. Sensing we might be there a while, I took a seat by a large rock and waited. 

Again, and again, Ilya threw his daggers, and again and again, they missed the target. At first, he accepted that with grace and ease, gathering them up and trying again with only the slightly increased dimple in his forehead indicating that he might be upset at all. Then came a throw where he’d lined the dagger up perfectly, drew his wrist back, only to be distracted at the final moment as one captain’s axe missed its mark with a loud clang. Ilya startled slightly, and the dagger flew from his hand to lodge itself into the side of the target. We should’ve been celebrating that success as far as I was concerned, but for Ilya it was as if a dam of negativity had burst within.

His entire demeanour changed, back and shoulders growing tense, and whenever a dagger wasn’t in his hands, they were clenched so tight they might’ve drawn blood if not for his gloves. More than once he’d even brought his nails up to rake at the side of his clothed neck. His distress was difficult to watch so after yet another poorly received throw I’d gotten up to pace around the throwing ranges. 

It was on the fourth lap that I noticed him. A large Poota in a Corporal’s harness leaned against the trunk of a tree watching intently, shaking his head as Ilya tried and missed once more. As I paced passed, I noted the leather patch that covered his own left eye and paused mid-stride, only for the Poota to turn that one-eyed gaze upon me and raise a beefy hand. I waved back, only to instantly regret doing so as I was beckoned over. I hesitated. The last thing I wanted was to talk to him, but I also didn’t want to be expelled from the yard. He didn’t look all that scary, the width of his arms the only thing intimidating about the wave he gave as I approached. 

“Afternoon, Miss.”

“Good afternoon, Sir.”

“No sir, Miss. Just Blacky,” he said and extended that mammoth hand. 

“And I’m Kilco. Just Kilco,” I said and shook it, shocked as always at how gentle a wall of pure muscle could be.

Blacky gave a deep laugh, but it cut off abruptly as Ilya once again missed his target. The Poota shook his head and looked down at me with a look of contemplation, “your mate, when’d he lose that eye?”

“A few weeks ago. It was an accident.”

“Doesn’t really matter how you lose it. It’s a big change,” Blacky didn’t say anything else as he watched Ilya, who if anything Ilya seemed to be getting worse. Blacky chuckled as the dagger fell short of the target and stomped his boots before giving me a small smile, “he’s doing good for only a few weeks.”

Ilya went to flick another dagger, only for it to fall from his grasp. I turned to Blacky, “really?”

“Yeah, really. People think it’s easy when you still got one eye, but it messes with your depth perception loads,” he looked back at Ilya, “he’s Lady Lukasiak’s kid, yeah?”

That was a right slap to both the face and ego.

I bit my lip, “yep.”

Blacky hummed, “I’d heard that he’d gotten injured. Didn’t know it was, well,” he tapped his own covered eye, ‘' Now, I ain’t no blood-eyes lover, but I do got some respect for Lady Lukasiak. Even amongst men, she’s vicious. Runs a tight ship. My entire unit owes her their lives,” he pushed off the tree trunk and flexed his arm, “come. I’ll show you kids how to do it with one eye closed.”

Show us he did. Within the hour Blacky had adjusted Ilya’s stance enough that he could hit more targets than he missed, and even I managed to hit a couple with his help. As the afternoon wore on and his unit returned to the yard, I’d expected Blacky to leave us to our own accord, but he remained put, saying encouraging words when we missed and cheering in that big booming voice that only a Poota could achieve when we succeeded. Perhaps he was just happy to be teaching somebody who actually listened when he gave an instruction, or maybe losing an eye was one of those unspoken things that bonded people together. Regardless, Blacky always seemed to cheer just a teensy bit louder for Ilya than he did for me, but that didn’t matter. It was a good afternoon, exactly what we needed after being cooped up for so long. Shame it had to end with an ominous shadow on our backs. 

“Well, look at what we have here,” a too-familiar voice said with such clarity that I dropped my dagger. Doctor Kira stood behind us, hands on hips and cheeks flushed in that way which always spelled trouble, “some troops at the Priest were banging on about an entitled girl and her pet Ilvarjo occupying their equipment. Now, there are only two idiots in this camp who fit that description, but they’re supposed to be in their room. Clearly my eyes deceive me,” she glared at Ilya, “you are nowhere near healthy enough to be outside.“

“My presence here says otherwise.”

“Don’t be a smartass.” Kira glared at the dagger clutched tightly in his hand until he dropped it to the grass, “for all anybody knows you could have some devastating illness that isn’t symptomatic yet and waltzing about out here will only agitate it.”

“I’ve never waltzed anywhere in my life,” Ilya said and looked at me pleadingly. I shook my head and looked skyward. After all, it was me who had to live with her, “Kilco and I were getting some fresh air is all.”

There was a moment of stillness. Kira pointedly looked Ilya in the eye, and he looked back without flinching. Then it happened. Slowly at first, like a snake uncoiling for the strike. Kira smiled. Not just any smile, oh no. The smile that activates a primal fear in all who witness it. She gave him the mum smile. “Just getting some fresh air, huh?” 

“Yes,” Ilya said without stutter or quiver.

He was a braver soul than I. 

“Is that so?” Kira practically cooed and turned that toothy monstrosity on me, “Kilco?”

“You’re making me doubt it,” I whispered. Ilya elbowed me in the ribs, and I cleared my throat, “yes. Fresh air. That’s right.”

“I see.” Kira’s expression dropped back into its customary agitated sneer. She looked to where Blacky was busy staring at the sky, lips locked in a silent whistle, “you, sir. It would appear that I require an urgent patient transfer. Escort this young man back to his bed immediately. Forewarning, he is quite uncooperative. Restraints may be necessary.”

“Yes, Doc.” Blacky saluted before rounding on Ilya. The Ilvarjo held up his hands to try and push him away to no avail. Within seconds Blacky had caught Ilya under the armpit and knee, effortlessly hoisting him over his leathery shoulders.

“Didn’t you just say something about not agitating a devastating illness?” Ilya demanded as he pounded at every exposed part of Blacky he could reach before grunting as the Poota hustled him higher. 

“Did I?” Kira gasped dramatically, “sweet Deities, it would appear the patient is now suffering from auditory hallucinations. This is much worse than first feared,” Blacky chuckled as Kira grabbed my arm rougher than was necessary, “don’t speak, just move.”

People stopped and stared as we were marched back to the infirmary. I could feel their eyes on me, hear their snickers as we passed, and watched as more than a few spat on the ground by my feet. I wanted nothing more than to pull away from my mother’s grip to bolt into the safety of the tree line. Away from judgemental eyes and whispering lips. It wouldn’t have been difficult either, only the knowledge of however embarrassing the situation was for me, it was tenfold worse for Ilya made me resist. Because Ilya was - dare I say it -my friend. Friend. I hadn’t had a friend in years, and so let the good doc drag me to our room and push me onto my bed, only struggling to keep up appearances. Kira stood like an imposing statue with her arms crossed as Blacky practically flung Ilya onto his bed before Kira dismissed him.

 The flap was still swinging as Kira stood over Ilya’s bed, but whatever insult she had planned was lost as Ilya stood to meet her gaze with burning eyes. “How dare you.”

Kira blinked, “excuse me?”

“You’ve just humiliated my entire race,” Ilya exclaimed. Despite only coming up to her chin, he did a good job of making himself look larger by puffing out his chest, “it’s difficult enough to be treated with respect. To be made such a mockery of…if my mother was here-”

“That’s right. If your mother was here, which she’s not, because your mother doesn’t care about you,” Kira said in a factual tone she rarely used outside of teaching. Ilya shrunk slightly but didn’t look away as Kira clicked her tongue, “what breed of mother abandons her gravely ill child? If your answer is anything other than one who only gives a shit about herself, you’re wrong.“

“Well I wouldn’t answer that question at all because that’s not what my mother has done, on account of me not being ill,” Ilya said.  

Kira scoffed and snatched the blanket sitting at the foot of Ilya’s bed which had been folded to her precise specifications, “well, if you’re so sure of everything how about next time you have a nightmare be a big smart boy and brush it off instead of hurling over your bedding like a baby.” She dropped the blanket over his head, sighing as he immediately ripped it away, “but you’re right about one thing. You’re not dying anytime soon. As far as I can tell, you’re completely healthy.”

Ilya’s shoulders sagged, and he sat to re-fold the blanket, “then why?”

“Why what?” Kira asked. 

Ilya looked up and held her gaze for a moment before shrugging. He continued his folding, “nothing,” he muttered, “why nothing.”

Kira tipped her head to the side with a grunt as she dug into her jacket pocket. She turned to me with paused lips. I looked down, afraid to meet her eyes, “take this,” a vial tonic into my lap, “remove the bandage and let his eye breath, but ensure he drinks this. Actually drinks it. Don’t think I haven’t noticed he doesn’t always take what I prescribe. No more. He cleans his plate, he finishes every tonic to the last drop, and under no circumstances does he leave without my permission. Do you understand?“

It wouldn’t make a difference if I didn’t, and so I nodded, “yes, Doctor Kira.”

“You better, because I’m holding you responsible for his behaviour. If he screws up,” she clicked her tongue, “well, you’d best start praying to your Deities now,” Like that would help. The Deities had stopped listening to me many moons ago and now there was only static. Kira walked to the flap and pulled it open, only to look back over her shoulder with annoyed eyes, “and if you must know, it’s out of principle. My patients are my responsibility. They’re healthy only when I say they’re healthy. That’s especially true when a patient is underaged and doesn’t appear to have any family who give a shit. That’s why.”







Rare is the one who can drink to oblivion without some regret come morning, and Doctor Kira was no exception.  Whether her special brand of shame came from her harsh words or the agonizing throb of a hangover wasn’t for me to know. Whichever the cause, it resulted in her wordlessly pushing an unexpected visitor through the flap as Ilya and I were finishing up our spongy ham and cheese sandwiches. 

Wide-eyed and gaping, he looked every bit as shocked at finally being permitted entrance to our tiny one-room world as I felt at him being there. Stumbling inside, catching himself on the corner of our card table was the only thing that prevented Pogue from falling on his face, only for him to stumble one more when he looked up to find us both staring at him.

If you’d told me three months prior that Ascot’s blessed Shield was a bumbling, blushing goofbag I never would’ve believed you. Never. Yet there he was in all his glory. I stood to assist Pogue to sit before he hurt himself, but he shook my hands off without looking from Ilya for a single moment. The Ilvarjo made no move to replace his mask as he stared back with equal intensity.

“Ilya,” Pogue’s whisper finally cleared the silence as he plonked himself into my chair, “I’ve been so worried about you. I’m sorry.”

Ilya frowned, “for what?”

“For everything,” Pogue pushed Ilya’s plate aside to reach for a strand of his hair. He twisted it around his pinkie and took a deep breath, “it’s my fault. I coulda stopped Lucina. Coulda stopped you from going to the Umbra.”

Ilya reached for his sandwich and took a bite, but that wasn’t enough to cover the flinch at Pogue’s words. He chewed slowly, purposely, before swallowing, “how did you find out about that?”

It was Pogue’s turn to flinch.

“Someone told me. It don’t matter,” he released Ilya’s hair and tipped his head, looking at Ilya’s eye that I hadn’t yet re-bandaged after cleaning that morning. It was significantly better than it had been, no longer bruised or weeping, but there was only so much that healing tonics and old medicine could do. A white line dashed through the red and across the pupil, tainting its purity. I thought it made him look like a cat. Pogue looked less entertained, “what happened to your eye?”

“Oh,” Ilya brought his hand up to cover it, “an… accident. It doesn’t function anymore, so I understand if you’d prefer a new companion-”

“Ilya,” Pogue stood up and took Ilya by the chin, forcing him to look up, “shut up.”

 Pogue smashed his lips against Ilya’s in a desperately passionate embrace. My mouth dropped open as my heart leapt into my throat. That…explained a lot. No wonder I could make such little progress with either. I’d been barking up the wrong tree, as per usual, but it wasn’t me. Their rejection wasn’t me. It was-

My thought’s died upon conception as Ilya shoved Pogue away and jumped from his seat, backing up until his back hit canvas. His face was stunned, frozen in bewilderedness, as he replaced the mask with shaky hands. Unsure of what was happening, I leaned over and poked his shoulder. Ilya flinched as if my touch was fire.  

“Ilya?” Pogue took a step forward. Ilya shook his head and drew his elbows back, causing Pogue to pause mid-step. 

“I…,” Ilya choked out and squeezed the side of his neck with so much force that both eyes watered, “I, um,…” he looked up at the skylight for a moment before looking between Pogue and me, his red eyes dead as a hooked fish. Without another word, he turned and walked from the room. My mother’s voice screamed at him to get his ass back inside as I turned on Pogue.

“What was that?” I demanded as the Shield blinked rapidly at the swinging flap, “just because you’re the big hero here doesn’t mean you can run around molesting people.”

“I wasn’t. We’re meant to-”

Whatever argument he intended to make was lost as Doctor Kira barged in, hands on hips and eyes glowering wildly behind her spectacles, “Kilco,” she said with horrifying calmness, “do you recall what was said yesterday?”

“Yes, but-”

“There are no buts here,” Kira’s voice became deeper with each word, “where is he going?”

“He didn’t say. He just walked out,” I exclaimed and looked to Pogue to back me up. He merely stared at his boots. Coward. 

Kira tipped her head and mockingly raised her brows, “then you’d best go find him, shouldn’t you? Or else.”

That unspoken threat said more than words ever could. Gritting my teeth, I nodded and went for the door, but not without accidentally stepping on Pogue’s foot as hard as I could. It was all his fault, after all. Still, I would find Ilya and wrangle him back. I had to. My sanity depended on it.
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Fear of bugs




It was surprisingly easy to find a wayward Ilvarjo. All I needed to do was follow the trail of spit to the training yard. Finding Ilya once there proved slightly more complicated, but I found him eventually, sitting against the opposite face of the rock I’d occupied only the day prior. With his knees drawn to his chest and his face swallowed up by his mask, he looked separated from reality, but even so, there was no sneaking up on an Ilvarjo. A single snap of a branch under my foot was all it took for his head to jump up, eyes ablaze with ferocity that would’ve been heart stopping if not for the tears staining them. His posture relaxed as the fire was replaced by recognition, but he said not a word as he wiped away a tear that dripped from pale lashes.

I looked at my hands, awkward and useless. All that krona the good doc had sunk into my education at Miss Emily-Jean Aberdeen’s School for Properly Bred Young Ladies, and still I was none the wiser to the womanly arts of comfort and poise under pressure. “So, um,” what were you supposed to do with your hands in such moments: offer a hug? Give an overly affectionate shoulder nudge? Make elaborate shapes with your fingers? Nobody had ever answered that question, so they hung limply at my side, “that was some kiss, huh?“

Fresh tears glistened Ilya’s eyes.

 Strike one.

“Surely the Shield’s breath couldn’t have been that bad,” I said with a weak laugh, figuring humour might be the answer, “even if it was, you’re still lucky. Half the women here would sell their firstborn for him to kiss them. More than a few men too, I’d dare wager.”

He rested his forehead against his knees. 

Strike two. 

The yard was busier than it had been the previous afternoon, bustling almost. I could feel the eyes of the troops on us. We were not welcome, not wanted, and every time somebody barked a laugh a dense tremor snaked down my spine to remind me of that. I glared down at Ilya, “stop it,” I commanded, “you can be upset, but stop crying. Everybody is staring.”

He didn’t even acknowledge that I had spoken. 

Strike three. 

Gnawing my nails, I contemplated my options. Returning without him was an instant no, and as lithe as he was, I was more so. No way could I drag him against his will. For a moment, I considered not going back at all. It was a big camp, surely there was a kind old merchant who’d never had children who desperately desired a daughter to carry on the family trade. Only my people skills didn’t exactly bode well for a career in market sales, so I shook that idea away too. That left only one option. 

Pressing my back against the cold stone, I slid into the grass beside Ilya. If he refused to go, and I couldn’t leave him, staying was the only logical solution. He looked up at me with a strange look in his eyes as I gingerly hooked my arm around his shoulders but didn’t pull away. 

Bingo.

We sat like that for hours, silent and sullen. Sat for so long that the sun disappeared behind the Armoury and the foot troops began packing up for the night. Then came the insects, buzzing their way out of their hidey holes to feast on the scrap’s leftover from a hard day’s work. It wasn’t long before a flock of crows swooped in to crash their party, pecking away with vigour. Mother nature was a cruel mistress, indeed. One of the larger crows landed on the rock behind us, crying loudly above the rest, and still, Ilya’s head remained bowed. I turned to glare at the crow, waving my arm in a vain attempt to scare it away. All it did was stare right back, dead black eyes almost mocking me as it chirped away. 

Deities, I hated birds.

Huffing, I turned back around. As I did a raw, pulsing sting embedded itself in my wrist. Yelping, I ripped my arm away from Ilya and rubbed in an attempt at soothing the pain. It was useless. The skin beneath my jacket sleeve was already red and oddly wet, the bite mark dipping and rising in place like neat cliff faces.

“Are you alright?”

Ilya was looking at me with concern, his eyes dry of any tears with a slight redder tinge than usual being the only clue he’d ever cried at all. I grunted “stupid bugs.” 

Ilya exhaled in a way which sounded almost like laughter and climbed to his feet, his spine cracking as it stretched. He hummed and flexed his fingers, cracking them too, before holding out his hand, “come. It’s getting cold.”

The atmosphere inside was no lighter than the one outside. Oh, it was certainly brighter, but Ilya didn’t say another word. When our nightly serving of that damnable stew arrived he’d simply picked up his spoon and spun it around the bowl once, before placing his tray by the door untouched. Though my stomach was already unhappy from an interrupted lunch, I picked up my own and copied. 

Time continued slowly ticking by, and still I couldn’t find the words. Nothing comforting, nothing reassuring, nothing that could silence the voice in my head that whispered of failure. All I could do was bend my fingers back beyond the range of comfortable range of motion and let the pain drown out the sneers. 

It was only once the infirmary’s ambience of pained cries, rushing feet and clattering tool calmed for the night did that flap flick open as Doctor Kira marched in. On instinct, my back stiffened as she stared at the abandoned trays. Grunting, she pointed at me before clicking towards Ilya’s bed. I swallowed, but moved as instructed, patting Ilya’s knee as Kira dragged a chair between the beds. 

She covered her eyes and looked up with a smile. It wasn’t the mum smile, but the soft one she reserved for telling new mothers that their baby had some terrible infliction or a child that their beloved parent was never coming home again. “There’s nothing short of physically tying you down that’s going to keep you in here, is there?” She asked. 

Ilya shook his head, “I’ve never been one for bed rest.”

“More like rest at all,” Kira said and snorted as Ilya glanced down, “you know, I’d learned in the past that you Ilvarjo are a stubborn lot, but I never expected you all to have such a natural disregard for your own health. I guess that’s how you’ve managed to remain in such high esteem with the Royal family, huh?” 

“I suppose so,” Ilya said and looked at Kira. After a moment, he raised his hand to pull down the mask.

Kira didn’t even blink. She certainly didn’t stare as I had. She simply hooked her hands behind her head and said, “you know, I fully expected you to be reinjured from the Shield flinging himself at you. That’s why I haven’t allowed him in to visit before now.”

“I thought so too, but…”

“But what?” Kira’s tone was a perfect mix of concern and indifference that I could never hope to achieve, “what happened?”

Ilya fiddled with the hem of his mask, “do you promise not to repeat this?”

“Kid, I’ve taken an oath of confidentiality. Whatever you say doesn’t leave this room. Right Kilco?” Her eyes locked on mine with an unspoken threat. I nodded, scratching my wrist.

Ilya turned his upper body towards me, as if unable to bare facing Kira as he spoke, “that wasn’t the first time the Shield has kissed me.”

“And?” Kira prompted. 

Ilya blinked, “that doesn’t bother you?”

“Should it?”

“I’m not sure,” Ilya frowned, “most Ascotian’s don’t support such unions.”

“We are not Ascotian,” Kira huffed, “in Bethel, such unions are, well, not celebrated, but certainly accepted as a reality of life.“

“Okay.”

“But that’s not what’s upset you,” Kira stated after a minute of silence, “that I didn’t need to pry that from you under threat of bodily harm proves that. Why were you crying?”

Ilya sunk down, massaging the lower part of his neck, “I cannot say too much, but somebody -something- has come between us.“

“You’ve fallen for another?”

“No,” Ilya said sharply before taking a deep breath. He bit his lip, “but they’ve fallen for me.”

“Then tell them no,” Kira said, “it’s not that dramatic.”

“It isn’t that simple either,” Ilya said. He turned to me with an oddly stretched expression, as if trying desperately to convey something. I shrugged, too distracted by the endless itch of my wrist to even attempt to decipher what. He wiped his lips and turned back to Kira, “the Shield despises them, and I believed that I did too, but when he kissed me just now I… I might’ve imagined myself kissing the other.”

“Huh,” Kira clicked her tongue, “that is a pickle. You’d probably be shocked to learn that relationships aren’t exactly my forte,” she leaned in and squinted at his face, “how old are you?” 

“Pardon?”

“How-old-are-you?”

“Fifteen.”

Kira sat back with a satisfied nod, “well, there’s your answer.”

“How’s my age the answer?”

“You’re fifteen. It’s a turbulent year in everyone’s life for it’s right in the middle of your developmental period. Your body is maturing, and so occasionally your chemical balance gets thrown through the wringer, causing all manner of emotional disturbance,” she smiled as Ilya turned to me with a frown, “it’s perfectly natural. Hasn’t anybody told you this before?” 

Ilya shook his head. 

“Oh, for fu-what do physicians in this country even do all day? No wonder the healers are all incompetent. Listen here,” she put her hand on his knee, “there’s nothing wrong with you. It happens to everybody. As for imaging kissing different people, sexuality is a complex thing. There’s a fine line between love and lust.”

“You’re saying it doesn’t mean anything?”

“I can’t answer that,” Kira said and removed her hand, “it could mean something, but it’s more likely to be something else talking.” She glanced down. Ilya blushed and crossed his legs as he tugged desperately on my arm. Again, all I could do was shrug and not make things awkward by looking down too.

Kira stood with a snort and returned the chair to the card table before leaning against it with her arms crossed, “relationships aren’t that complex. They’re like heart surgery. If you encounter a problem, you only have two options: you either fight for it or you throw in the towel. Do you understand?” 

“I think so.”

“Good. If you have any other questions about your body changing you can always ask Kilco,” yeah, because I’d been a fifteen-year-old boy before, “but in the meantime, the Shield has his clearance exam tomorrow morning. He’ll certainly be naked. I ask that you contain yourself if you can.”

With that said the good doc disappeared the same way she came in. Ilya gave me a confused look, “did she just invite us to spy?”

“Yep,” I said, still clawing at my wrist. Itch, itch, bloody itch. Ilya chuckled and fell back onto the pillow, and though I would’ve loved to join him, my wrist refused to be ignored. Growling, I ripped off my jacket.

 And froze.

The circular bite mark had spread in both width and diameter. It was still an irritated red that felt slightly moist and hot to the touch like it had happened moments earlier. The small valleys had increased in both size and number until they appeared almost like the indents of teeth. 

Shit. That was some big bug. 
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Fear of birds




We didn’t accept Doctor Kira’s invitation, much to my great relief. It had taken hours to fall asleep that night, tossing and turning like crazy as my heart thumped painfully in my chest. Once sleep did finally overcome me, it offered little respite. At one point I’d snapped awake, seemingly without reason. Even for night time, the room was unusually dark. Dim light drifted in from the flap as it always did, but where the glow of the moon should’ve broken through the skylight above was a dark…thing. It took a moment to realize what I was looking at, but when I did, my body went rigid.

Covering the skylight was a dark fluidly substance. I couldn’t tell if it was a cloud of smoke or a liquid, but that didn’t matter, because most horrifying of all, I couldn’t tell if it was inside the room or out. I was unable to force my muscles to move, no matter how hard I tried. I couldn’t run, couldn’t scream, couldn’t do anything but lay there and watch whatever it was pulsed like diseased lungs heaving for breath. 

Then it opened its eyes. 

At least, I thought they were eyes. Glowing a brighter silver than the moon, there was a sickening popping sound as they emerged from within the substance, staring down, unblinking. And I had no choice but to stare back. I don’t know how long it took, but eventually sleep must’ve found me, for the next thing I knew it was light outside, the thing had disappeared, and Ilya was shaking me awake. 

As we ate breakfast in silence, I’d contemplated what it had been, chalking it up to a manifestation of stress at having to look at Shield in the buff. Pogue would be naked and I’d either have to look at him or explain to Ilya why I didn’t want to. Both options made my palms sweat. I pushed my bowl away untouched. And so the minutes ticked by and Ilya retreated to his bed, without saying a single word.

 I’d never liked him so much.

In the end, it was Pogue who came to us. I hadn’t even heard him enter, just looked up and there he was by the flap, clutching his pack tightly to his chest. “Morning,” I said. 

Ilya glanced up from his book with a raised brow, before following my gaze. He sat up straight, “hello.”

“Hello,” Pogue repeated a little too quickly. Several long beats passed and my mind raced. I was no better at breaking awkward silences than I was at comforting. Mercifully, I didn’t need to say anything, for in the next moment a wicked grin graced Pogue’s face, “that Doctor Kira’s really something, huh?” It was like a window had been opened, the tense atmosphere instantly replaced with fresh air. 

Ilya smiled back softly, “she certainly is.” He said and patted the spot beside him. 

Pogue’s grin grew wider as he practically bounced over. I crossed my legs and squinted at Pogue, relieved that he was fully clothed. “So, did you get the all clear?” I asked. 

“Sure did,” he replied, grin still in place as he looked to me, “I was right, right?”

“About what?”

“That you’d like Ilya more than me.”

That was a weird thing to sound so thrilled about. I sighed, “well, I haven’t killed him yet.”

Pogue actually cackled as he turned to Ilya, “and you like Kilco, yeah?”

“Mmm,” Ilya hummed and glared at me. I glared right back. It wasn’t my fault he couldn’t take a joke. He turned back to Pogue, “let’s just say that I’ve shared rooms with worse.”

Pogue’s grin shattered, “what do you mean?”

“Precisely what you think I mean. Sharing with you is like trying to sleep near a hog in heat.” Ilya said dryly. 

Pogue’s gaped and Ilya smiled. Pogue laughed and grabbed his arm, shaking him in a unique variation of a side hug, only to freeze as his eyes caught mine. He let go like touching Ilya had stung and shuffled back with a horrified expression. “Listen,” he began, “I’m real sorry about yesterday. I didn’t mean to molest you. Just because I’m the Shield doesn’t mean I can kiss you when I want. I’m sorry.”

“Pardon?” Ilya placed his hand on Pogue’s knee, “you didn’t molest me. I wanted you to kiss me. More than anything, I wanted that. It’s just…I’ve never been in a relationship before. It’s new to me, so I panicked and ran away. It’s me who should be apologizing to you.”

Pogue looked up, “you’re not mad?”

“Not at all,” Ilya said and glared over at me, “I actually wanted to see you last night, but Kilco incapacitated me.”

Damn right I did.

I glared back with equal intensity, “it took all day to get you here the first time, and I didn’t want to risk you running off again. Besides, he was coming today anyway.”

Ilya’s eyes narrowed further. How were the Ilvarjo so talented at glaring? It had to have something to do with the eyes, “and you couldn’t have just said that?” he asked, “instead of kicking me between the legs and threatening to, how did you put it: pluck out my remaining eye and feed it to the dogs?”

“Kilco,” Pogue breathed. It was impressive how shocked yet earnest he sounded, “you can’t kick a man between the legs. That’s a dirty trick.”

“Dirty, but effective,” I said with a grin. Neither boy grinned back, and I huffed, looking at Ilya, “it doesn’t hurt anymore, does it?”

“The pain comes and goes, but don’t worry. I’ll get you back. An Ilvarjo always repays their debt.” That seemed to be their motto. Yet after hundreds of years they still hadn’t managed to repay the Royal family for whatever had indebted them in the first place. Nevertheless, an Ilvarjo’s bad side probably wasn’t a desired place to be, so I pointed at the pack on Pogue’s lap. 

“What you got there?” 

“Oh, this is for Ilya,” Pogue pushed the pack at Ilya, smiling brilliantly when he frowned, “something you left behind in the desert.”

Raising a brow, Ilya opened the bag and removed a small wooden box. A circle had been carved in the centre of it, around which the shape of a sun had been burned into the wood and weaved down to meet thin silver keys. Ilya held it close with tender caution, “my kalimba,” he said and pressed a key to produce a soft melody, “you didn’t leave it behind?”

“No way,” Pogue said with a blinding smile, “I know how much you love it. Besides, our relationship wouldn’t be the same without it.”

“Thank you,” Ilya said and softly pressed another key. A serene smile came to his face; the first sincere smile I’d ever seen from him.

Pogue leaned over and reopened the pack, “there’s something else.”

Ilya glanced up, brow raised effortlessly once more, “I cannot think of what else you could possibly have brought me.”

“Take a look.” Pogue laughed as Ilya reached into the pack and withdrew a small flute made entirely out of pure emerald.

“How do you play the flute with a facemask?” I asked. 

“It’s a piccolo,” Ilya said sharply as his face screwed up. He replaced the mask, “and I don’t. It’s the Shields.”

“Really?” I was unable to imagine the clumsy brute even holding something so fragile, let alone making music with it. 

Pogue’s eyes met mine and he laughed. “Do you play any instruments?” he asked and took the flute from Ilya’s hands. 

“Does clapping to a beat count?” 

“No,” Ilya stated. 

“Then no, I don’t.”

Ilya stared unblinkingly at me for a long moment before turning to Pogue. He pressed a few keys and Pogue nodded, closing his eyes and raising his piccolo to his lips. Not only could Pogue play music, he played beautiful music. It was remarkable. That boy could barely read, yet with Ilya by his side, he produced a melody so magical that even the finest composers in Bethel might have cried. The music transported me to another world. One without war or troubles. A glorious fantasy where I didn’t need to pretend that I was anything other than what I was, where I didn’t have to hide my past, my future, myself. I could just close my eyes and be. As the music began to die down, applause joined it. I opened my eyes to find Doctor Kira and Melly standing in the doorway, watching the boys with serene expressions. 

“That was beautiful,” Melly said with a soft smile as the final note faded. 

“Mm,” Kira grunted as she squinted at the two boys, “it was. Have you been practising that piece long?”

Pogue shook his head, “Actually, we’ve never played it before.” 

“You were improvising?” Kira asked.

“I wasn’t,” Ilya eyes met Pogue’s, “it’s an Ilvarjo lullaby. How did you pick it up so quickly?”

“I dunno,” Pogue said. He pushed a strand of loose hair behind Ilya’s ear, “you just play so beautifully that I can’t help it.”

“Indeed,” Kira said dryly. She watched the boys a moment longer before her eyes narrowed and turned to me, “Kilco, come help me with something.” It wasn’t a request. I moaned. Listening to them play had been the most relaxed I’d been in years. I didn’t want to go with her but knew there was no excuse she would accept, so I reluctantly dragged my feet. 

“Here, catch.”

No sooner had I stepped into our private apartment than something was flying towards my face. It was too late to prevent the thing from plonking me on the head, but I managed to grab it before it bounced off my nose. I looked down at the magenta wrapping of a fresh bar of galloping gaytime chocolate. “You’re not supposed to show me where you hide these.” 

“Please,” Kira scoffed. She sat at the desk and kicked her feet up, her own bar of chocolate in her hand, “we both know the only way I could successfully hide these from you is if I started stuffing them down my bra.”

“Still, it’s tradition to pretend.”

Kira grunted and took a crunching bite as I sat down across from her to unwrap my own. The desk was unsurprisingly empty- the good doc preferring to make use of the one in the central room to watch over her infirmary like a malevolent dictator- and looking around, the apartment was devoid of anything that needed immediate tending. I turned to Kira, “Was there something you wanted me to do?”

“Yeah, I want you to learn when you’ve outstayed your welcome somewhere,” she said.

Yeah. I caught sight of my wrist while nibbling at my bar and stared while allowing the chocolate to melt on my tongue. The bite mark was still there, red and raw. Swallowing thickly, I lifted it up to Kira’s eyes, “Hey, what do you make of this?”

“Ilya got you good, huh?” Kira snorted, “serves you right for kneeing him in the jewels.” 

“Ilya didn’t do this. I got it in the yard yesterday.”

Kira slammed her bar onto the desk, “one of the troops bit you?” she asked, “say their name and I’ll break the bastard’s legs.”

“No, that’s the thing. Nobody bit me.”

“Somebody bit you,” Kira traced a finger over my wrist with a concerned look, “these are human teeth indentures. Did you accidentally bite yourself in your sleep?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.” 

I hadn’t. It had happened the day before. Of that I was certain. After all, I remembered every moment of the horrific night before. At least, I thought I did.
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Fear of change







    Things change.

It’s a truth universally acknowledged yet change still comes as a great surprise. Like the turning of the tides, change happens, and like the turning of the tides, change has a way of catching you off guard and dragging you further adrift than ever anticipated. 

The first change hadn’t felt like change at all. Under the threat of death if we weren’t back by the ring of the lunch bell, Doctor Kira allowed us to leave the infirmary. Anything is fun after weeks of isolation but spending mornings with the Shield of Ascot was beyond anything I’d ever experienced. People treated me better. We’d start at the top of a trading caravan with empty hands and finish with our pockets bursting, full of fruits and candies and other treats that tasted divine after so many repetitive meals. All without a single krona exchanging hands. Never once did anybody ever give Ilya a thing, but nobody spat at him either.  

Mornings were spent in the training yard. The proper one set up for the Royal guard. It was guarded around the clock so not just any pleb off the street could enter, and there I was. The equipment was new and designer, not rickety and makeshift like where the foot troops trained, and nobody stared as Pogue and Ilya sparred one another relentlessly.

 Their styles were polar opposite. While Pogue thrust and dodged on pure instinct, Ilya was sure-footed, seeming to move just outside his opponent’s line to wait for their stamina to drain before striking. It was impossible to judge who’d win in any given round. I wouldn’t have bet even if I could. 

As the lunch bell rang, we’d rush back to the infirmary. Ilya would concentrate on the homework that was still being delivered daily, I’d help Doctor Kira with clinic duties. As night fell, we’d stay up talking and joking until one of us fell asleep or the morning sun rose. Whichever came first. Life was good. 

Until it wasn’t.

It was morning when I first noticed that things had changed. The chirp of birds had awoken me as usual and I cracked an eye open to look at the skylight, only to jump upright at Ilya’s empty bed. He rarely woke before me and never without reason. My heart beat fast as my legs became entangled in my blankets: where was he? Was he sick? Was he-

“Good morning.”

-sitting at the card table, mirror in hand? 

He didn’t even look at me as he gently pulled the comb through his hand. I frowned and untwisted myself from the blanket and sat across from him. “Morning,” I said and reached over, finding little resistance as I snatched the comb from his hand. My frown deepened. “It’s Wednesday, by the way.” Wednesday’s had become a thing after we had discovered a shared irrational dislike for the middle day of the week. Just another thing we had in common. He was supposed to give a mundane denouncement of the day, but all he did was place the mirror down and look up with a stiff smile. I picked strands of hair from the combs’ teeth, “you’re up early.”

The stiff smile didn’t change as a moment of silence stretched on before he exhaled, “the Shield said he has a surprise planned for me this morning.”

“Oh, right,” I twisted a strand of his pale hair around my finger so tightly the tip started to glow, “well, we can get dressed and head out early. The good doc won’t care as long as we’re back in time.”

Another awkward silence filled the room. Ilya inhaled. Without retaking the comb I’d abandoned on the table, he gathered his hair up into a ponytail and nodded, “alright.”







Pogue had many surprises up his sleeve. Like an excited puppy, he’d hurried through the maze towards the Armoury, and kept going. I held my breath as I was finally -finally- permitted up that marble staircase towards a paradise where colourful petaled vines twisted around marble columns and mature flower beds grew high to meet a leafy canopy above. A large fountain rose at the mouth of the staircase, its soft water welcoming but never overwhelming the symphony of life that was all around. 

Behind it sat the most miraculous sight of all. I’d only ever read about the twin doors in history books. Photograms were prohibited, but even if they weren’t, they would never have captured the grandeur in full. Large enough to accommodate dragons, some long-dead artist had carved elaborate patterns directly into the wood around a raised triquetra. In comparison, I was as tiny as an ant, but inside my soul soared high above the branches. Every prominent figure in history had stood before those doors, and there I was. Even if it was only to hear Pogue babble on about his childhood.  

The practice had always seemed barbaric to me. I’d once asked Pogue to show it to me and, sure, if you squinted at the right angle the birthmark on his left shoulder did resemble the triquetra, but so must the birthmarks of dozens of babies born each year. 

If you squinted at the right angle. 

It was just Pogue’s rotten luck that he’d been the first born after the old Shield’s passing. Wrong time, wrong place, like every other unfortunate thing in life. Still, as he danced around a pillar, recounting how he’d once broken his wrist falling off it while trying to befriend a possum, I had to admit it didn’t sound horrible. That might’ve just been him though.

Pogue was not the smartest or most refined of people, but what he lacked in class he made up for with that special something that couldn’t be brought, taught or stolen - no matter how much I wished it could be contracted like a virus by rubbing against his shoulder. When he entered a room, every lady’s head turned. Everybody stood to greet him. Children and animals alike flocked around him, and even the grouchiest cook in camp lit up as he approached each morning before swiftly pushing an extra cut of bacon onto Pogue’s plate. 

Even then, as he sat on the fountain’s edge, a colourful frog leapt from the water as if the universe itself was greeting him. I didn’t know if I believed in the Deities but that they’d chosen Pogue as their Blessed Shield was the greatest evidence of their existence yet. As if in a daze, I drifted towards him. He smiled and held out his hand, and without hesitation, I took it. His smile fell into a deep frown and he flicked my sleeve up further, “why are you biting one another?”

Huh? I looked down. The bite mark was still there, still red and irritated. I scowled and pulled my hand away to rip down the sleeve, “we’re not biting each other.”

“Then why do you and Ilya both-” he paused, the frown deepening further as he spun to where Ilya was standing by the doors, “oi, you okay?”

A moment ticked by before Ilya’s gloved hand ceased tracing the pattern. He looked over his shoulder, blinking slowly as if just awoken from sleep, “hmm?”

“I said ‘are you okay?’” Pogue repeated in a louder voice, “you’re being quiet.”

“I thought I was always quiet.”

“Yeah, you are, but not this quiet.”

Ilya bit his lip and gave the door one last look before quickly walking to the fountain. He gave Pogue a smile, “I’m sorry, it’s just the last time-,” he carefully scratched his right eye, “it doesn’t matter. I’m being silly.”

Pogue tipped his head to look Ilya in the eyes before groaning, “Shit, sorry. I didn’t think you might be sad about that.”

“Pardon?”

“Your dad,” Pogue squeezed Ilya’s hand, “I try not to remember that night so didn’t stop to think you might still be sad. It just sorta-” he rapidly moved his free hand over his head. 

“Oh that,” Ilya shook his head, “it’s okay.”

“It’s not okay if it makes you sad,” Pogue said. His face broke out in another brilliant grin, “but I have a surprise to make you happy.”

“Really, Shield, I don’t require anything.” But it was too late. Pogue placed two fingers into his mouth and blew one long, low whistle. At first nothing happened, but both boys looked upwards, and so I copied. Then I heard it, a familiar sound that always reminded me of a squeaky door. I took a step back just as a huge white bird descended from the branches. Its wings were speckled with grey and larger than my arm as it swooped to land on Pogue’s bracer. Grimacing, I took another step backwards as Ilya stepped forward with a smile. He took the skyrat and allowed it to perch on the stiffened leather of his elbow, gently stroking its head with his thumb before screwing up his face as it pecked his nose, “alright, that’s enough. I’ve missed you too.”

“Don’t let it near your face like that,” I said.

“You’re scared of birds?” Pogue asked. 

“Not scared, confused.” Pogue tipped his head and I scoffed, “think about it: Everybody is so afraid of rodents, but birds carry just as much disease and everybody loves them. Look at Ilya, he’s got that beast right against his airways.”

“Isla isn’t diseased, she’s Her Highnesses personal avian,” Ilya stated as if that explained anything. He held the bird out and took a step forward. I took a step back and he rolled his eyes, “pat her. She won’t hurt you.” I shook my head. A bad move. That skyrat must have mistaken my braid for a rodent or something, for the next thing I knew it was off Ilya’s arm and swooping to claw at my crown.

 It took some struggle, a little screaming -me- and lots of laughter -them- to coach the raptor back onto Ilya’s elbow where it had supposedly been trained to perch, and still their laughter refused to die. With a stifled giggle, Pogue offered his hand to me, but I slapped it away. Pushing myself up, I placed my fingers against my stinging forehead and scowled when they came away bloody. Sticking them in my mouth, I glared at Ilya as he stroked the skyrats head, “tell your Princess that she needs less psychotic birds.”

Still chuckling, he looked up with a beautiful smile. His pearly, straight teeth annoyed me immensely as he spoke, “Isla isn’t psychotic, she just senses weaknesses.”

“You’re getting too much joy out of this.”

“Yes,” he pulled the mask up, “I am.”

The joy kept coming. All morning long they continued laughing at my expense. An hour would pass without giggling, lulling me into a false sense of comfort. Then Ilya would look at Pogue and whatever conversation we’d been amid would die a swift death as they fell back in fits of hysterics. It was agitating. With my arms crossed over my chest, I made a personal resolve that the next time one of them was injured I’d let them suffer, just a bit. 

Never was I so happy to hear the lunch bell. It was barely audible over the high hedges, but the first ring hadn’t even stilled before I was on my feet, stretching my arms over my head. I waited for Ilya to say his goodbyes and stand. Annoying as he was, I still wouldn’t leave him behind. Especially as he didn’t know the maze. But as the final toll sounded, he remained seated by Pogue’s side. I rolled my eyes, figuring he just hadn’t heard the bell over his malicious glee at my misfortune, and sighed, “The lunch bell just rang.”

“I heard it,” Ilya said. Flicks from the torch made his eyes glow as they met mine, “you go ahead. I don’t have to return yet.”

I didn’t blink, but the bad taste that had been invading my mouth since morning intensified, “don’t you have homework?”

“No, I’ve already completed it,” he pulled his knees to his chest and I had to bite my tongue to prevent myself from storming forward and pushing him over, “that’s why I awoke so early. As soon as Doctor Kira clears me, I’ll be expected to return to my duties, so I need to retrain my body to rise with the sun now.”

Strong iron mixed with the already sour taste, “but I have clinic duties.”

“I know. That’s why you should go ahead. I promise to return before dinner,” Ilya said.

“Do you remember how to get back alone?” Pogue asked.

Of course, I remembered. I wasn’t an imbecile. Still, if I didn’t remember Pogue would walk me back. He’d walk me all the way home to Bethany if I asked. I tipped my head and squinted at him. As if reading my mind, Ilya rested his hand on Pogue’s knee and squeezed. I glanced at him and froze at the intensity in that glare, the way it seemed to worm into my soul and make my breath whistle in my throat. So slowly I couldn’t be certain, Ilya nodded his head at me. I looked back at Pogue and mimicked it, “yeah,” I forced through the unrelenting grit, “I always find my way alone.”







That’s how things changed. Each morning we’d leave together, and each afternoon I arrived home alone. It wasn’t that I didn’t understand that couples desired time alone, it was that Ilya was so secretive about what they did without me that my imagination went into overdrive. My work quality took a nosedive as I envisioned them running around and replacing me with a beautiful troop girl with arms stronger than my twiglets would ever be. That image was bad enough, but when Amicia came for her lessons my mind went wild.

It wasn’t fair. She’d called Ilya her favourite. She’d told me to give him my best and I had. Now with all the hard work done, she was going to swoop in and steal him away from me, when she couldn’t even be bothered to visit once since he’d awaken. And she’d been there, I’d heard her laughing.

Ilya did little to ease those fears. The earlier he awoke in the morning, the more tired he was at night. He’d fall asleep long before I was ready, and I was forced to wake him up. He’d yawn and rub his eyes, giving hoarse, uninspired responses to my questions. If I didn’t talk fast enough, he’d already be asleep by the time I was done, and I’d be forced to wake him and start all over again. Sometimes I didn’t wake him at all. I’d watch him sleep, watch the steady rhythm of his chest with my fists clenched. It took all my willpower to resist cutting off that beautiful blonde hair he cherished so much. The only thing that kept my hand at bay was the knowledge that he wasn’t being mean. He wasn’t rude or dismissive. He just wasn’t there.

Until I returned from field clinic to find him sitting on his bed, shuffling the playing cards one afternoon. It was so unexpectedly normal that caused me to falter in my steps to stare at him. 

“Hello,” he said.

“You’ve grown since we last met.”

Ilya arched a brow with practised ease, “we last met three hours ago.”

“Really? Feels longer.” Ilya looked down at the cards but didn’t say anything more while I removed my apron. I kept sneaking glances over my shoulder. He looked nervous. It wasn’t always easy to tell with him, especially with the mask up, but the way he shuffled the cards, dropping one here and there without pause to collect it was enough. I cleared my throat, “why are you back so early?”

“It’s not that early.”

“The sun is still out. It’s early.”

Ilya picked up a card that had fallen in his lap, “I suppose you’re right. One of the reasons is because I wanted to play cards with you. You can pick the game.”

Yeah right, he wasn’t there to play cards. I narrowed my eyes, “What’s the other reason?”

“Pardon?”

I copied his raised brow almost mockingly, “You said that was one of the reason’s. What’s the other one?”

Ilya looked at me. His eyes were devoid of emotion, but his shoulders slumped as he placed the cards on the side-table and patted the bed beside him. I sat on my own bed, the gross grittiness making an untimely return to my mouth as Ilya pulled down his mask and smiled, “Doctor Kira examined me.”

It took all my resolve not to wince as my nails dug into my palms, “my condolences.”

“No, it went well,” eye contact was sustained as he leaned forward to rest his arms on his knee, making the already claustrophobic space between us smaller. “She’s finally agreed to sign my clearance forms tomorrow, provided I return to my duties gradually and my family follows her care plan to the letter.”

“But your mother’s not back yet,” I said quickly, sharply. My nails still dug into my palms, but it did little to relieve the tension bubbling up inside like a spring. 

“I have more family. I have aunts, cous-”

“I wouldn’t know, seeing as nobody has bothered to visit you in the last seven weeks.” 

My voice had come out louder than I’d expected, and Ilya sat back with a frown. “You’re upset. Shouldn’t you be happy that I’m healthy?” 

“Why would that make me happy?”

“Because you’re my friend.”

“Am I? Because you don’t act like it.” The tension inside was too much and I had to stand up and pace before I exploded. “You run around all day long and never invite me to come. We certainly never spend any time together.”

“We spend every morn-.”

“Now you’re going to leave. You’ll have no reason to speak to me anymore. All your time will be spent with Pogue. You’re going to save Ascot, and that wouldn’t have been possible if it wasn’t for me, and you don’t care. You’re a user.”

“That’s not true. I never-”

“You’re a rotten friend, Ilya Lukasiak.”

Ilya was on his feet in seconds. I tried to move away but he put his hand on the wall, blocking me in. Though he wasn’t a tall boy from that angle he was still large enough that I had to look up to see his face. That only agitated me further as he leaned into my ear, “stop talking over me,” he hissed, “I’m thankful for everything you’ve done for me, but I cannot sit here forever. I have a debt. I’m obligated to fulfil my duties, and I don’t appreciate having my integrity attacked for that,” he withdrew his arm to push his hair from his face, “just because we won’t be living together doesn’t mean we’re no longer friends.”

“Yes, it does,” I exclaimed and pushed passed him to pace between the beds. He didn’t even like me. Why would he be my friend if he didn’t need to be? “And I’m not insinuating that you have no integrity, I’m stating that you don’t. You can’t even wipe your own nose without permission from your betters. That’s not integrity, that’s servitude, and you choose that for yourself. The world wouldn’t stop turning if you broke your oath. Not really.”

“It wouldn’t change my race. Even if Her Highness decided not to punish me, I’d be fully shunned. Kilco, I still live with my family. If shunned I would be alone without any purpose, without- ‘' his voice broke, his brow so pinched that he surely had a headache. He took a step towards me and I narrowed my eyes, placing my hands on my hips, but he simply sat on his bed and pinched the bridge of his nose. The world seemed to stand still, the only sound being both our breathing, heavy and out of sync. Ilya looked up, “I’m sorry that I cannot fix your life the way you expect me to, but you’re not the only person with problems. Being unhappy doesn’t give you the right to be so mean all the time.”

I wasn’t mean to him. I wasn’t mean to anybody. Still, the words wouldn’t come to refute the statement, and I didn’t know what to do, so did the only thing I could. I blew out the oil lamp and crawled into bed. It was still annoyingly bright outside, and sunlight danced through the skylight, but I paid it no mind as I threw my blanket over my head. There I didn’t have to see anything, didn’t have to see Ilya. I could just chew on my fingers until blood replaced the foul taste flowing up from my chest.
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Fear of staircases




It’s incredible how much stuff can be accumulated in a matter of weeks. Like Monday mornings it sneaks up, and you don’t even notice until your former best friend is leaving and you need try to separate his shit from yours. Did it really matter if he left with the old water-stained copy of the life and travels of a wayward bard?

“That’s my book.”

The answer was yes. I’d be damned if I was going to make leaving any easier on him than it already was. Ilya didn’t bother to look over his shoulder as he tossed the book onto my bed. The audacity. I ran a finger along the spine. It truly was ragged, and Kira certainly had an updated copy on her shelf. The bin gave a metallic thump as the book fell into it. Ilya looked up.

“What?” I asked. 

“You’re such a baby.”

“You’re such a baby,” I repeated, pitching my voice in a mockery of his stupid accent. Ilya turned back to his pack and I glared at his hidden neck. He hadn’t removed his mask since breakfast. That agitated me more than anything. It was like the last month had meant nothing to him.

“Burr,” Doctor Kira shivered as she marched through the door flap, “you can cut the tension in here with a knife. Here, your clearance papers,” she held out two sealed envelopes to Ilya, “one for your Princess and one for whoever is taking charge of you. Congratulations. You ready?”

 Ilya grasped the envelopes tightly and nodded, “I just need to retie my hair first.”

“Well hurry up. It will be dark soon and I want that bed back,” Kira said and looked at me with her resting scowl face, “you, come with me. I have something that needs doing.”

Gladly. With a final glare at Ilya’s back, I followed Kira out to her desk. And almost screamed at the entire surface covered in empty tonic vials. Kira threw a satchel at me, “Pack and take those to the distillery for refreshment,” she instructed and dropped into her chair, flipping through a file before glancing back up, “are you deaf?”

“No, I was just expecting something else.”

“This is an infirmary. What else is there?” Some words of reassurance and comfort would’ve been nice. Maybe even a confirmation that all men were scotebags who couldn’t be trusted, but her blank expression told me no such spiel was coming and I wasn’t about to beg, so I shrugged and hastily shoved vials into the pack. 

“He cannot live here indefinitely, Kilco,” Kira turned back to her file, “even if he didn’t belong to Princess Amicia, he’s not some unfortunate waif. He has an entire family who loves him. He was always going to leave. That’s part of the job.” It didn’t have to be so sudden though. Somebody cleared their throat to my left. I crossed my arms and took a step to the right.

 “You off?” Kira asked without glancing up.

“Yes, Doctor Kira,” Ilya said. His hood was up, blocking any defining features from view. Just another Ilvarjo clone, “I just want to thank you both for all you’ve done for me.”

“It was nothing,” Kira said as she limply waved her hand, “a bit of bed rest and tonic and you were good to go. You’ve been the easiest patient I’ve had this entire war.”

Yeah, because I’d been the one caring for him. 

“I’m still grateful and in your debt for all you’ve done,” he bowed his head in a smooth, elongated movement, “should you ever require them, my services are at your full disposal.”

That made Kira look up. She slowly put down her file and sat back in her chair to look him over, her lips locked in a severe line, “none of that debt bullshit,” she stated, “if you truly want to help, take better care of yourself and don’t do anything stupid that will land you back here. I never want to see your ugly mug again.”

“Alright,” Ilya straightened up, “still, thank you for everything.”

Kira nodded slowly. To anybody else she would’ve looked annoyed, but I recognized the clench of her jaw. She was embarrassed. I rolled my eyes. Ilya might be able to trick my mother with his humility, but he couldn’t fool me. I threw the final vial into the satchel and turned towards the exit, but not before accidentally slamming my shoulder into his. 

Outside dusk was rapidly approaching. The air was already frosty, and I exhaled slowly, watching the vapour dance and then evaporate. The repetitive motion was soothing and the fire deep inside dimmed. Another crisis avoided.

“You okay?”

Or maybe not. Pogue was leaning against one of the picnic tables, Makybe and Byzantines’ reins held loosely in his hands as they grazed on the grass. A smile stretched my lips. Even in the worst of times horses could soothe my soul. With no words at all, they seemed to understand. I pressed my face against Makybe’s neck, breathing in her musk. 

“Kilco?”

“I’m fine. Doctor Kira asked me to go to the distillery is all,” my voice was muffled by the bay coat and I pulled away, “why are you here?”

“Came to pick up Ilya. Amicia wants to see him but I thought he’d wanna see Byzantine first. Howey’s not meant to release him without Ilya’s forms, so don’t tell nobody,” Who would I tell? Pogue tipped his head with a smile, “you didn’t wanna come this morning?”

“Ilya didn’t want me to.”

“He said that?” He hadn’t needed to. His words the night before and pathetic attempts at breakfast conversation had spoken loud enough, but if I said so Pogue would only defend Ilya and make excuses, so I shrugged. Naturally, Ilya chose that moment to exit the infirmary. Pogue spared him a smile and squinted at me, “do you want a lift to the distillery?” 

A lift would be nice. The distillery was situated by the river mouth at the opposite side of the maze and if I walked it would be well past dark by the time I returned. I looked at Ilya to gauge his response, but he gave none as he focused on tightening Byzantine’s girth. I glared at his back and shook my head, “that’s alright.”

Pogue frowned, “but it’s all uphill.”

“I like walking. Means I can eat more.”

“But it’s gonna-”

“She said no, Shield,” Ilya said as he climbed into Byzantines saddle, “if she prefers to walk, let her walk.”

There was the real Ilya. Pogue was only trying to be kind and he had to cut him down. With a final glare, I turned to Pogue with a smile, “actually, I’d love a lift.”

“See, Ilya, Kilco would love a lift,” Pogue said with a smug hum as he swung up into his saddle. Ilya merely shrugged as Pogue held out his hand to me, “if it pleases, my lady.”

“Why thank you, brave knight.” I allowed Pogue to pull me up behind him. I’d been riding since the good doc had relented and allowed me lessons at age five. I knew it was wrong to wrap my arms tightly around Pogue’s waist, but did so anyway and pushed my cheek against his muscular back. I grinned at Ilya as we trotted through the infirmary gate. He didn’t even blink and I huffed, releasing my grip and resting my hands on the saddle instead, “tell me, why does the big Shield have the smaller horse?”

“Dunno,” Pogue said as he patted Makybes neck, “luck of the draw, I guess.”

“Fair enough. It’s certainly not a bad thing. After all,” I smirked across at Ilya, “you know what they say about boy’s with big horses, right?”

“I’m afraid I don’t,” Ilya replied as he calmly loosened his reins, “where would I learn such things? I never waste my time in establishments, like the Pantless Priest, where such drunken nonsense is spewed.”

My smirk fell into a scowl and I ground my teeth. He was such a snob. “Well, maybe you should. You might learn a thing or two. People who spend time in places like that are experts in certain areas you’re not. Like having a laugh. They can also sniff out a snake the moment the door opens. Never underestimate them.”

“Kilco,” Ilya said in a condescending tone, “it’s impossible to underestimate you.”

My teeth clenched so tightly that I feared they might crack, but nothing could force them apart. How dare he say that I was impossible to underestimate when I couldn’t estimate myself. I swung my outside leg around to face Byzantine.

“Whoa. What are you doing?”

Tightening my core muscles, I fell forward. My upper chest landed on Byzantine’s croup and I grabbed hold of Ilya’s waist to pull myself up. I wasn’t sure what my plan was, but everything seemed to be working in my favour. Until Byzantine spooked. Had Ilya been holding the reins like a normal person he might’ve saved us from falling into the mud below, but he’d given Byzantine his head, so down we went into a jumble of limbs and pained groans. 

It was impossible to tell where my body ended and Ilya’s began. The mud squelched and suctioned in uncomfortable places, and somehow my hand became entangled in the numerous folds of his uniform. Some force was required to free it and I pulled until something came loose. Ilya cried out. My hand finally free, I wiped away the mud that had blinded me to find him sitting with stiff posture. I looked him over, half expecting to find a pool of blood, but there was nothing that explained his wide-eyed, gaping expression. It took a moment to remember that I shouldn’t have been able to see much of his mouth at all. His breathing close to hyperventilation, Ilya looked like a man who’d been caught with much more than just his face on display. With a shaky hand, he replaced the mask and I cringed. “Shit, sorry. I-” was barely able to close my eyes before being pelted with a fistful of wet gravel.

“Don’t you ever do anything like that to me again. Ever,” Ilya said, his voice breaking.

“It was an accident,” I exclaimed.

He pushed back his mud stained hair and climbed to his feet. He looked down at me with narrowed red eyes before pulling up the hood, “that wasn’t an accident.” he stated, and without offering his hand turned in the direction where Pogue had gone after Byzantine. I pushed myself up and took a step into the shadow of a giant redwood. It had been an accident, but even if it wasn’t, what was the big deal?







We rode in silence. Even the camp seemed to go quiet as we passed. Mothers huddled their children inside tents and merchants paused their bantering to look up. Once we arrived at the Command stables I didn’t even wait for Makybe to come to a full halt before sliding from her back, “thanks for the ride,” I said with a wave as Pogue looked over his shoulder, “hope you are happy together.”

“Wait Kilco.”

I adjusted the satchel over my shoulder. The fall had shattered some of the vials and Kira would hear about it. Goodie. There would be no escaping her talking at. A hand grasped my arm and I looked up. It was only Pogue, “let go,” I growled and tried to shake him off, “I need to get to the distillery. Doctor Kira doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

“I know,” Pogue released my arm to thread his fingers through his bangs with a dopey smile, “it was meant to be a surprise, but I sorta promised Amicia I’d bring you too,” he looked over to where Ilya was untacking, “I get you two are fighting, but you’re not mad at me are you?”

“Not yet,” I said dryly.

Pogue grinned brightly, “See. Please come. Amicia is even scarier than Doctor Kira when she doesn’t get her own way.”

As Pogue spoke, I watched while Ilya removed his saddle. His head was half-turned in our direction and as Pogue finished speaking Ilya’s shoulder had given a slight twitch. I pursed my lips, “five minutes. That’s all.”

“Five minutes,” Pogue exclaimed and grasped my head, “let’s go then.”

The Royal guard moved not a muscle as Pogue dragged me into the command tent. He appeared to know exactly where to go, taking lefts and swinging rights as he chatted on about anything and nothing until we came to a sudden stop outside a heavy oak door. Pogue turned to me with a sheepish smile, “there’s just one teensy thing I forgot to mention,” he said. I crossed my arms and he groaned, “it’s just that Amicia sorta wants to see Ilya first. Debrief and all that. You understand.”

“No. You promised-”

“I know,” he held up his hands, “I know. We’ll be two minutes, that’s it,” he gently pushed me onto a wooden bench, “please wait. Pretty please.” I wanted to protest, wanted to storm out of there and not look back, but his eyes were so blue, and that bench was unbelievably comfy. It had this overstuffed emerald pillow that seemed to mould itself to my butt until all I could do was sink down and nod. Pogue smiled and held up two fingers before disappearing past the door without knocking.

Two minutes my ass. It took three just for Ilya to drag himself inside. He stopped and looked down at me, “what?” I spat. Ilya shook his head and turned to the door, knocking twice before stepping inside and leaving me all alone.

Another two minutes passed. Then another five. It was so inconsiderate. I could’ve finished what had to be done at the distillery and been back already. At that rate it would be midnight before I arrived at the infirmary. Kira was going to box my eardrums for sure. 

At some point my restless knee-shaking turned into aimless pacing. None of the guards or servants stopped me. Perhaps they’d seen me with their beloved Shield enough, or maybe they just didn’t believe such a muddy little girl could be a serious threat. Either way, their disinterest enabled old habits to raise their ugly head, and before long I was tugging on every door handle I passed. Most were locked, but the few that opened hid opulent bedrooms and offices. I pocketed a souvenir from each, something small that wouldn’t be dearly missed. 

Sneaking past the plump chef’s in the kitchen, I came to a section of the tent where the air felt stale. No paintings covering the canvas, no heavy furniture or plush rugs dotting the floors. Most doorways were hidden by the same linen flaps we had in the infirmary, and when I poked my head inside I found only dank, cramped spaces with bedrolls littering each corner. Several were still occupied by snoring lumps. The rooms behind the few real doors weren’t much more exciting: rickety desks and cot stuffed in spaces no larger than broom closets. I took nothing from these rooms and very soon stopped checking at all. 

Turning down a hall, I was greeted by what sounded to be a drowning llama. A green cocoon was snoring in the shadows of the hall. I walked over to it and sighed. It wasn’t a giant moth that had smuggled its way in from the woods outside, it was just a magical geezer entangled in his cloak. Typical. If I required further proof that any lazy twat could become a court mage if only they had deep enough pockets, it was sleeping before me. He certainly didn’t get there on skill and wit, if the way he gurgled his tonsils was any indication. 

Still, he was there for a reason. I nudged him with the toe of my boot. It had the desired effect. Stringy saliva dripped like bug goop as the mage rolled. I carefully stepped over him to peek inside the flap was ‘guarding’. 

It took a moment to realize what I was looking at. It wasn’t another broom closet. It wasn’t some door into another dimension. It was a room coated in a shiny black stone. At its centre sat a staircase that spiralled down into the ground. Frowning, I glanced down the hall, then down at the mage drooling on my feet.

 “Stay down.” 







The spiral staircase stretched down far below the forest floor, further than any structure had any right. It had to be part of the Armoury; the air felt too there different not to be. Thin and unnatural, it coated my lungs in a greasy film. I descended, running my hands over the black lattice railing, which appeared to sparkle in the light of the torches lining the walls before coming to an abrupt stop at a sort of workshop. 

Wooden benches sat in each corner, littered with a mix of chemistry equipment and what looked like torture tools. I wasn’t alone. In the centre of the room, circled by a ring of clear quartz columns, a man calmly stood smiling. “Well hello,” he said in a bright Bethallan accent, so similar to mine, “I was becoming concerned that you weren’t going to show and I’d spend eternity in the Ivory cage with this little tiff of ours left unresolved.”

Who the blazers was he speaking to? I glanced over my shoulder, expecting to find somebody sneaking up behind me, but we were alone. I looked back at the man and squinted. It was hard to say if I knew him, he was so…unremarkable. Like averageness personified, he wasn’t tall or short, fat or thin, young or old. There was nothing distinguishing about him. Nothing at all. Then our eyes met. Oh, those eyes. They were cold and lifeless like a corpse on ice. I couldn’t even recall their colour as I took a step backwards, trying to put distance between myself and that predatory gaze.

“Come now, is that how you greet an old man on his last night of freedom?” he chuckled joyously, “you know, this isn’t at all how I expected this meeting to go. In my dreams there were more fireworks, some severed limbs,” it didn’t surprise me he dreamed of severed limbs. He probably ate them for breakfast. The man chuckled again, “I’m pleased you found me here of all places. The onyx is certainly doing its job; I can hardly sense your energy. If you intend to fulfill your desire of carving out my kidneys, I’m afraid you’ll have to do it the old fashioned way,” he paused and tipped his head back, looking past my shoulder, “and you’ve made a friend. How darling. Have them wait outside, won’t you? We’ve waited too long for this. I’m sure they, of all beings, understand.”

I glanced back over my shoulder to where he was staring. Nobody. The man was bonkers. Mimicking the smile Doctor Kira reserved for patients short a marble or two, I cleared my throat, “I’m sorry, Sir. It appears you have mistaken me for someone else.”

The man blinked and looked me up and down, his mouth twisting violently before settling on a smirk, “so it would appear,” he purred, “my deepest apologies, Princess. Pray tell, who are you?”

“Kilco.”

“Kilco,” my name sounded disjointed coming from his mouth. He tutted his tongue, “you’re not supposed to be down here, are you?”

“No. Are you?”

He chuckled, “in an ideal world I would be home on the beaches of Bethel, drinking spiked prawn cocktails before a long nap in the sun. But this isn’t an ideal world, is it?”

“Nope,” I sat on the lowest step, “so what did you do to get locked down here? Nothing good, considering the mage guarding the door.”

“You snuck past a mage?”

“It’s easy when they sleep on the job.”

“Indeed,” the man looked me over once more, his momentary grimace fast hidden by a grin, “aren’t you impressive? Say, you wouldn’t be a dear and move one of these pillars, would you?”

“After all that talk of severed limbs? Not a chance,” I said and tapped my temple, “besides, you never did answer my question, Mr…?”

“Pierous,” he stated and stepped to the circle line, “and it was something big, something horrible, something I had no choice in doing. A big misunderstanding, you see, so if you’d just kick over one of these quartz-”

“Still no chance.”

“Clever girl,” Pierous muttered and stretched his back while looking at the blackened ceiling, “in any case you should run along now, little Kilco. It’s dangerous down here, and your friend is searching for you.” Crap. In all my exploring I’d forgotten that I was actually supposed to be somewhere. I stood so quickly that my knee cracked, unprepared for the sudden assault of taking two steps at once. “Oh Princess,” Pierous called, “do tell the Shield I said howdy, won’t you?” Yeah. Like that would happen.







It was easier to navigate back through the labyrinth of hall’s than it had been to orientate them. If it wasn’t for the rush of servants who followed closely behind their nobs like loyal puppies, I would’ve arrived back at the door in record time. As it was, I was forced to weave in and out of the bustling dinner crowd, who seemed to have no sense of self-preservation as they barged about like they owned the place. My shoulder slammed into one, my satchel spilling its contents over the floor. 

 “Sorry,” I muttered more on instinct than sorrow and stooped to gather the fallen vials.

“Nah, it’s my fault.” A familiar broad accent spoke. Pogue crouched beside me and held out my satchel, “where’d you disappear to? You were meant to wait outside Amicia’s office.”

“Where did I disappear?” I snatched the satchel out of his hand and stood. It was odd viewing Pogue from that height. Odd, but invigorating, “you promised five minutes. It’s been at least triple that.“

“Triple?” 

“At least,” I reiterated. 

Pogue cringed as he stood, “ah man. Sorry, we lost track of time. Amicia wasn’t too happy with Ilya’s report,” he toed the floor, “did Ilya tell what happened in the Umbra?”

“He told me some fable, yes,” I spun around, “but I’m not here to talk about Ilya, I’m here to see Princess Amicia. If she no longer wants to speak to me, I’m leaving.”

“No wait,” Pogue grabbed my hand and I smirked. He was so much easier than Ilya, “she does want to see you. Please come. I promise not to talk about Ilya no more.”

Easy as pie.  







That office didn’t belong in a tent. It belonged in some opulent villa out in the countryside somewhere. The circular room had hardwood floors and panelled walls, covered in colourful tapestries that depicted scenes from Ascot’s very bloody history. It was an obscene luxury that only a Princess-in-exile could be indulged within a camp full of children who so often cried from the stab of hunger pangs. 

Ilya looked up from his chair in the middle of the room as Pogue and I entered. The mask was around his neck, but the smile he gave was cut short by a grimace as his head was harshly pulled back against the headrest, Amicia seemingly content in her mission of inspecting each individual hair on his head. Or maybe she was trying to extract them, strand-by-strand. It was impossible to tell with the way she casually ripped her bejewelled comb through the fine silkiness. Pogue cleared his throat and she glanced up, “one moment, I need to-” she gasped, “Deities calling, you’re filthy too. What is Doctor Kira doing to you down there?”

I looked down. My pinafore was still damp and stained brown, my knees weeping blood where the tights had ripped. I could only imagine the mess my face was in after the mud Ilya had chucked at it. If my nails were any indication, the damage was severe. I dug into them, “you see-”

“It was my fault, Your Highness.” Ilya arched his eyebrow as I frowned at him, only to straighten as Amicia stepped around the chair. 

“Your fault?” She asked.

“Yes, Your Highness,” Ilya bowed his head, “the Shield gave Kilco a ride here, but I allowed Byzantine too much free rein. He spooked and we fell into the mud. I’m sorry.”

Amicia scoffed, “I warned you when you received him that Byzantine was too much for you to handle. You never listen,” she grabbed Ilya’s wrist and squeezed it tight, “you could’ve injured yourself. Worse, you could’ve injured one of my citizens. This absentmindedness is becoming problematic. First, you are banished to the Umbra, then you fail to secure an alliance with this Princess Delta, and now you’re having riding accidents? My Ilvarjo are not absentminded. I’m disappointed, Ilya.”

“I apologize,” Ilya said smoothly, “I did try. Honestly. It wasn’t absentmindedness that prevented Delta from assisting us. Her realm has issues of its own-”

“It doesn’t matter,” Amicia exclaimed. She tugged on Ilya’s bangs, forcing them awkwardly over his right eye, “you are my Ilvarjo. Your first loyalty is to me and to Ascot. That’s what the paths foretell, Ilya. Are you straying from your path? Ilana won’t be pleased when I tell her,” Ilya inhaled sharply and looked up, shaking his head. Amicia paused in her pulling of his hair and glanced at Pogue and I before smiling softly, “good boy. This changes nothing, I suppose. We won’t tell Ilana this time. You’re forgiven. Just promise to be more mindful in the future.”

“I promise,” Ilya said and re-bowed his head, “thank you, Your Highness.”

“You’re welcome, Ilya,” Amicia said, replacing the mask before returning to his bangs.

“Who cares about the Umbra anyway,” Pogue said as he stood in front of Ilya with a smile, “we weren’t counting on them, and we don’t need them. Not when we’ve got the Poota and Mariquil, and a treaty with the Kaori too.”

“It’s all parchment, Pogue. It means nothing,” Amicia said with a sigh, “it’s been almost impossible to get the Mariquil to honour any of their pledges. The Poota have been more reliable, but since Lord Deniliquin’s alliance with the Blackbriars, their discontent had been growing. They now doubt our ability to succeed in battle. As for the Kaori, your treaty extends only to the Ilvarjo. I’ve been sending High Priestess Lowanna multiple correspondences daily since your return, yet nothing. It would appear she’s having second thoughts about challenging her husband’s regime.” 

Huffing, Amicia pulled on Ilya’s bangs so violently that he jerked away from her touch. “Stop it,” Pogue grabbed her wrist, “Why do you keep doing that?” 

Amicia looked at Pogue’s hand with a scowl before her face melted into a mask of sweetness. She released her Ilya’s hair, “I’m sorry, Ilya,” she said, “I was just remembering how beautiful your eyes once were.”

“His eyes still are beautiful,” Pogue said.

Amicia smiled weakly and glanced at me, “oh, Kilco. I’d forgotten you were here. Come,” she practically floated to her desk and opened a drawer, “I wanted to personally thank you on behalf of both myself and Lady Ilana for caring for Ilya. He’s very special to us both. I wasn’t sure of what to gift you, but Pogue mentioned that you’ve taken a liking to daggers. It turns out that I have just the thing,” she pulled out an engraved dagger with a hilt of translucent orange which glittered in the light, “it’s Kaori Sunstone. Very rare and very expensive, for it never breaks,” Amicia explained as she held it out to me, “it was my thirteen birthday gift from Lord Deniliquin himself. Suffice to say that I no longer desire to own it, so now it’s yours.”

I wasn’t sure that I wanted a gift from the sworn enemy, but the blade was so light, and the hilt warmed my hand. And I did love all things that glittered. Warmth and glee radiated from Amicia’s pretty face and I smiled at her, “thank you. It’s a thoughtful gift,” I placed the dagger into my pocket and adjusted the satchel, “but if there’s nothing else, I’m afraid I must get going.”

“Not like that you’re not.”

I blinked, “I’m sorry?”

Amicia looked me over pointedly, “neither you or Ilya are leaving my quarters looking like you’ve just had a tumble in the pigpen. I won’t have it,” her delicate nose scrunched, “you will both use my bathhouse and then join me for tea.”

I glanced at Ilya, but his eyes remained lowered. Typical. I shook my head, “that’s very kind, but I can’t tonight. Doctor Kira requires more healing tonic, and I’m already late.”

“That’s no problem. Heston will organize the tonic and I’ll write a letter to Doctor Kira, explaining where you are,” she clapped her hands together, “that’s sorted then,” it really wasn’t. Amicia gently stroked my arm, “you’re my friend and Lady Ilana will drill me on etiquette if she learns that I allowed you to leave like this. You’ll be doing me a favour. Don’t make me beg, it isn’t becoming of royalty.”
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The bathhouse was nothing more than a shack in the woods, but after months of showering beneath a bucket which sprayed water so cold that on chilly mornings it sometimes rained icicles, that bath was the height of luxury. Vapours steamed from the cracks in the door from the water’s warmth. Ascot truly had spared no expense at keeping their Princess in comfort. It was almost enough to forget that some poor bastard probably spent his day’s pulling a lever to keep that water well heated. Almost.

Ilya insisted on bathing first. No sooner had the door closed behind Amicia and Pogue had he pushed me down onto the wooden bench outside the bathhouse entrance, stating that since it was my fault he required a bath to begin with, I could wait. I hadn’t even objected out of principle when he’d unceremoniously removed his weapons and left me alone with nothing but the obnoxious crow behind me for company.  

The velvet of Ilya’s blue sword was gritty beneath my fingers. What had fighting achieved? Nothing. It never did. And still I couldn’t bring myself to apologize. Not when Ilya would never take ownership of his part. Apologizing was too close to losing, and I never lost. Not with grace at any rate. The door behind me slammed shut. I didn’t look up. 

“Ahem.”

Heston had been in the habit of doing that ever since Amicia had left him with instructions to tend to us and fetch us new clothing suitable for tea. He likely imagined himself the picture of class and poise as he strutted passed me towards the bathhouse door with a bundle of clothes under one arm and his nose in the air. I thought he looked like a pig in a wig.

 “Ahem! Ha-hem! Ahem!” 

He knocked once before shoving the clothing through a metal slot, “Master Lukasiak, I’ve delivered you temporary clothing. I feel compelled to remind you that the water will not remain heated indefinitely and Miss Escamilla requires the opportunity to bathe. You will find a cloth to dry yourself in with the clothing. Please refrain from using the cotton towels. They are for the Princess, not the likes of you.”

Whatever Ilya said in reply must’ve insulted three branches on Heston’s family tree, for in the next moment his face bunched and lit up a brilliant magenta. He turned and spat on the ground by the door without even the courtesy to look embarrassed when our eyes met. He simply sniffed and walked away. I made a mental note to wipe my butt on his precious towels. “Pathetic, isn’t he?” a husky voice asked. I almost bit clean through my tongue.

 A beautiful girl sat to my right. I hadn’t even heard her approach. She rested her chin in a deathly pale palm, black hair dripping in ribbons to frame a smirking mouth of lips so red they seemed made of congealed blood. Her eyes, silver and cold like winter moonlight, were not quite amused as she looked me over, but certainly held something in that vein. No, she wasn’t beautiful, though the casual observer would be forgiven for confusing the innate memory of something long forgotten with beauty. Almost Human, but not quite. I shuffled to my left, putting more space between us. Her smirk grew into a grin. I bared my teeth in a mocking way and angled my body away from her. She giggled, “you haven’t the faintest clue who I am, do you?”

“No,” I said and crossed my arms, “and I’m not interested either. Sorry, but I’m not in the mood for new friends tonight.”

“Ah, but we are already friends. Pierous the Immortal will be so disappointed in you, Princess,” the name was vaguely familiar and I looked back to the girl, who giggled once more, “you don’t realize it yet, but we have been well acquaintances for weeks now, Kilco Escamilla.”

I rolled my eyes. She was clearly new. It was a big camp, but small in the grand scheme of things. Almost everybody knew my name. Still, she’d known Pierous and that was tantalizing enough to turn back to her and sigh, “fine, I’ll bite. Who are you, oh, mysterious one?”

“Fine choice of words.” She grabbed my hand, her fingers icy yet burning against my flesh. Every nerve screamed to flee, but my muscles seemed paralysed in her grip as a long finger tickled up my arm, then back down to flick my sleeve up. Even in the shadows of the Armoury, the bite mark shone red and irritated as her finger danced over it, leaving an agonizing itch in its wake. The girl raised her finger to those bloody lips and suckered it with a pop.

“You bit me?” I asked, finally able to pull my hand away when her grip loosened.

 She smirked around her finger. “Guilty.”

“Unbelievable.” I huffed and ripped my sleeve back down, “what kind of creep sneaks around biting people? I should report you.”

“With a bag full of stolen goodies?” She tutted her tongue mockingly, “oh yes, I watched as you went from room to room, pocketing everything that wasn’t nailed down. I even listened in on your little conversation with that dusty relic down in the mages’ workshop. Every step you took, I was there, in your shadow.”

In my shadow? Something in my head clicked and I looked at her closely. Shadow. I touched the unusual sword by my side and swallowed, “you’re from the Umbra, aren’t you?”

The girl’s smirk fell into a scowl, “do I look like I’m from the Umbra?” I opened my mouth to point out that I had no clue, but what I did know was that she didn’t look right. She held up her hand before I could speak, “don’t answer that. You honestly don’t recognize me?”

“Am I supposed to?”

“I’d hoped you would,” she tapped a finger to her lips, all dregs of earlier amusement gone from her posture, “maybe it’s best you don’t. It won’t complicate things further. You do know of me though. I heard Ilya tell you-”

“You know Ilya too?”

She snorted, though it lacked humour, “oh I know Ilya. Very intimately.”

Who had Ilya told me about that he knew intimately? Erebus was a sword, and unless she was hiding a willy beneath that white nightgown, she wasn’t his brother. That left…”you’re the other one who loves him?”

“You look surprised.”

“Well, you’re missing a few inches.”

The girl threw her head back and laughed. Really laughed. It was the kind of laughter that if you heard it down an alley late at night, you’d turn right around rather than risk coming face to face with the one whose mouth it had escaped. And then it was quiet as if she’d never been laughing at all. She held out her hand and smiled. It was an unnerving smile, like one painted on a porcelain clown, “my name is Sedna. I think you and I can help one another to help Ilya.”

I watched that hand closely, afraid that it might bite, “Ilya doesn’t need any help.”

“Oh, but he does. He hasn’t realized it yet, but you have,” she dropped her hand and glanced at the bathhouse door, “you see it every time somebody spits at his feet. You will see it every time that Princess touches him, every time his whore mother looks at him. They don’t love him; not like we do. He deserves to be free,” she turned back to me, her features perfect yet somehow twisted, “bring him to the courtyard. I can tether his debt to you. He will go where you go, do as you ask. He will never leave you because an Ilvarjo always repays their debt.”

The light from the Armoury courtyard loomed above us, digesting the shadow like a star in the darkness. What did I even know about this girl? She claimed to be the one who loved Ilya, the one who he dreamed of kissing, the one who Pogue hated. Pogue hated. I looked to Sedna as if the answers I sought would be thrown over her face. She looked right back.

“I would never hurt him.”  

“I wasn’t thinking that,” I said, and grimaced, “now I’m thinking that.”

Sedna grabbed my shoulders. I was powerless against her grip, “I would never hurt him. You have my word,” the word of a woman I knew diddly squat about was worth diddly squat. She looked into my eyes for a long moment before releasing her grip to turn back at the bathhouse door, “We’ve run out of time for games. Bring him to me or you’ll be alone, and he’ll be dead. Or good as when left to the mercy of the Princess and her Shield. They don’t care about him, they’ll let him die. You can stop it, but you must act now. Tonight. Bring him to me.”

I looked towards the bathhouse door, towards Ilya. I didn’t want him to leave, but I also didn’t want him tethered to me against his will. He hated me anyway. He wouldn’t follow me to the kitchen, let alone through the maze. Shaking my head, I looked back to Sedna, “how am I supposed to get him to-” 

There was nobody there. I spun around. There was nobody anywhere. Did I- No. I slapped myself across the check. Sure, I was upset about Ilya leaving, but I wasn’t that upset…was I? I rubbed my face. Maybe it was time to talk to Doctor Kira. 

“Why did you slap yourself?” 

The melodic voice was comforting, familiar, but I was so tense it still made me jump from my seat. Typical. Growling, I sunk back down, “Deities, announce yourself.”

“Sorry,” Ilya said and sat beside me. Sat where Sedna had been moments earlier. If she’d been there at all, “why did you slap yourself?”

“I was frustrated. It doesn’t matter,” I said and looked him over. Ilya’s face remained covered in the same dirt-covered grey mask, appearing dreadfully out of place against the silk of the puffy emerald poet shirt and tight leather pants. I raised a brow. “Nice outfit.”

“Shut up, Kilco. Heston’s done this intentionally. I suppose he thinks himself smart,” Ilya crossed his legs, “I look ridiculous.”

“Please, those pants are no tighter than your usual ones,” but his tabard usually helped leave something to the imagination. I took a deep breath, “you’re being a fabric hypocrite.”

“That’s different. That’s a uniform. I haven’t any choice in wearing my exoskeleton, and besides, everybody else is wearing one too.” he said and reached for his weapons. I hummed. He did wear a uniform. Grey, leather, nondescript. It made him nothing but a blob amongst many, blending into the shadows like the rest of the Ilvarjo when he deserved to stand out, to have the sun on his face. I reached over and twisted my finger through his damp bangs. I would never keep him covered like that.

“Are you still angry with me?” I asked. 

He pushed my hand away and continued buckling, “that depends on if you’re still angry.”

Hm. I glanced at the Armoury. My anger was inexhaustible without him, “if you’re not very mad, can we go for a walk?” 

“I don’t think so.” Ilya snapped the final buckle on his dagger belt and sat up, “not because I’m angry, but there isn’t time. You still need to bathe before we head inside to meet with Her Highness and the Shield for tea.”

Screw tea. I never liked hot drinks that scolded my tongue anyway. I covered my eyes and groaned, “please Ilya. I don’t want our last memory of each other to be that I pushed you into the mud and ripped off your mask.”

“That won’t be our final memory. As I said, just because we won’t be living together-” his words died mid-sentence and I peeked from behind my hands. His posture was frozen, head tipped to the side as he stared out towards the entrance of the maze. I gulped and uncovered my eyes to follow his gaze, fully expecting to find Sedna standing there flashing her tits or something. That certainly would’ve explained the haunted look in Ilya’s eyes, but there was nothing there. Only deep darkness. Ilya swallowed heavily and turned to look into my eyes, then nodded, “you’re right,” he said after a silent minute, “let’s walk to the Armoury.”







Night breathed new life into the maze. The tall hedges that were so still and intimidating during the daylight hours pulsed beneath the cloak of privacy that darkness offered. None of the camp’s lights or sounds penetrated, the only glow came from the courtyard above, which danced with the foliage to make monsters of leaves. Always swaying, always moving, always warning with the wind, which howled through the passages and screamed in my ear to tell me something. Something I didn’t want to know. It was madness to be there. Had Ilya’s hand not been clenched in mine I surely would’ve run. Gloveless, the callused coolness of his raw skin calmed my nerves enough to speak without stammer as he asked for directions. Despite the lack of light, instinctively he saw the forks in the path that I couldn’t, yet I knew the way. Together we’d find it, apart we were lost. Two halves of a whole, yet still the wind blew.

“Can I ask you something?” I said in an attempt to silence its call. Ilya didn’t respond, and so I persisted, “do you remember when you had that conversation with Doctor Kira, you mentioned Pogue despising somebod-ouch.” Ilya had stopped walking so suddenly that my shoulder was almost ripped from its socket. I reached up to massage it as he loosened his grip on my hand. 

“Why were you thinking about that?” he asked. 

Spurting out that Sedna had introduced herself and was waiting at the other end of the path didn’t seem like the correct answer, so I shrugged, “don’t know. Pogue is always so nice to everybody. I was just curious over what it took to make him despise somebody.”

Ilya’s grip on my hand retightened, and he stepped forward. We walked in silence for a while, and I figured he had no plans on continuing the conversation any further.

 “Murder.”

My heart leapt into my throat, “what?”

“You asked what it would take to make for the Shield hate,” Ilya said, the pressure on my hand increasing, “that’s what it would take. Murder.”

Murder. The word replayed in my head over and over. Sedna had killed somebody, and I was walking straight to her. Murder. Murder. I swallowed heavily, “and who did she murder?”  

Ilya stopped walking again, and though I couldn’t see more than his outline, I could feel his eyes on me as he turned. Another moment of silence passed between us before he sighed and kept walking, “They killed the Shield’s guardian.”

“Isn’t the Sword the Shield’s guardian?”

“Yes, but the Blessed Sword doesn’t exactly have the time to dedicate to child-rearing. He had help with that,” Ilya squeezed my hand so tightly that it began to hurt, “A fae named Bindy tended to the Shield’s daily needs. She did everything for him that our mothers did for us. She saved him the night Lady Lucina slaughtered the Armourers.”

“Lord Deniliquin slaughtered the Armourers.”

“Lord Deniliquin merely ordered it. It was his mother who saw it through,” Ilya’s hand tightened, and I winced but remained silent. All the pain in the world I’d endure for him, “Lucina was the Kaori Armourer. Traditionally, once an Armourer takes their mantle all external communication ceases beyond seasonal order of the Shamrock meetings, but Lucina was a seer.”

It was my turn to stop suddenly enough to hurt his arm. A seer. Almost everybody had enough energy reserves to become a mage, and a few could stomach becoming a warlock if they committed the atrocities to hoard power, nobody could pillage their way to Seerdom. Genetically blessed or cursed depending on who was asked, one was either born a seer, or they weren’t, and there was nothing anybody in the entire collective magical arts community could do about it. 

“Whose grand idea was it to put a seer in the Armoury?” I asked, then frowned as a more disturbing idea came to mind, “wait, if Lucina is a seer does that mean Deniliquin-”

“Yes,” Ilya’s voice was muffled as if he was speaking through clenched teeth, “it’s a known fact that Deniliquin is a seer. As is the fact that he is a nasty drunk. It was on Summer Solstice, five years ago, that Deniliquin became so intoxicated he convinced himself that the world would end in fire if he was not King of Ascot.”   

Summer solstice. My hand tightened in Ilya’s, numb to the point where they were indistinguishable. I grit my teeth, “What does any of this have to do with-” I cut myself off before Sedna’s name could pass my lips, “take the next left.”

I was pulled in that direction, “well, nobody believed Deniliquin. Nobody, except Lucina. She’d always enjoyed being the mother of the Kaori Priest, the thought of being the Queen Mother was likely irresistible to her, and so the idea was hatched. But Bindy discovered it. She was able to get the Shield to the safety of Orden’s nest, and there they remained in isolation three years until the Shield was strong enough to venture into the bowels of the Armoury and enter the Ivory cage to claim the-”

“Casteel Sword.” I finished. The sword of every child’s daydreams. Its blade had been hand forged by the Deities in the flames that had once burned the great technological empires to dust, driving out the darkness which had plagued them. Should such evil ever resurface the Casteel sword would be there, to drive it out once more. Everybody knew the tale of the legendary sword, how it had been placed in the Ivory cage, eternally guarded by the— I shook my head. That was ridiculous. Sedna couldn’t be, “it’s a campfire tale, Ilya.”  

“But it isn’t. Pogue entered the Ivory cage. He won the Casteel sword from the Morrigan,” There it was. The incarnation of death itself. Every few years a new tale of some fool entering the Ivory cage would do the rounds, and every few years another name was added to the long list of missing who never returned. And I was walking straight towards it, leading him into its jaws. Ilya didn’t seem to notice my moment of hesitation, “Bindy accompanied the Shield down there, as instructed by the Sword, but Orden never intended for her to enter. When Pogue removed the Casteel sword from its pedestal, the Morrigan…well, it used its dying breath to call the shadowed replica to its hand. They pierced it through Bindy’s chest.”

“Dying breath?” I asked, heartbeat slowing. The Morrigan was dead. It wasn’t Sedna. 

Ilya hesitated in his next step before taking a right. The glowing increased as the staircase to the courtyard came into view. He stopped walking altogether and turned to me. The fire reflecting in his eyes was enough to make my lungs clench painfully, “Kilco, you must understand that my family has led the Ilvarjo for several generations. Our leader is the sole member of our tribe who is a free citizen, and I’m the only member of my family eligible for leadership,” he trailed off and released my hand to adjust the mask. I nodded, though the relevance was lost to me, “my mother forbade me from anything more than general duties. As our leader, that’s her right. We belong to Her Highness, but my mother holds the whip. We are still self-determining, so we follow her orders. Then the Shield emerged from the Armoury. Bindy’s death did horrible things to him, and Her Highness thought that perhaps burying her corpse would cheer him. Without my mother’s permission, she sent me down into the Ivory cage to recover her.”

“Alone?”

He nodded, still adjusting the mask around his neck, “Her Highness only sent me because she was under the impression the Morrigan was dead. If the Shield had the Casteel sword, they should’ve been dead. That’s what the prophecy states, but I don’t need to tell you of all people about the healing prophecies of fae blood.”

He didn’t, but from the image in my head, I wished he had. “The Morrigan cannibalized her?”

Ilya didn’t answer. Minutes ticked by as he continued playing with the hem of his mask. I reached for his hand, but he ripped it from my reach and shook his head, “when I arrived in the cage, the Morrigan wasn’t dead. It leapt on me, dragged me into their pool. I could feel myself fading, but then I could breathe again. They straddled me, pulled down my mask and whispered into my ear that…well, it doesn’t matter what they said. What matters is that they were alive, without the Casteel sword to tether them to the Ivory cage, and I couldn’t tell anybody because I wasn’t allowed to be there. We are indebted, but our leader is free. They’re supposed to make our decisions for us. Her Highness broke every tenant Ascot was built upon by sending me against my leaders’ order. I couldn’t tell either of them. What was I supposed to do?”

Not let a monster walk free. I covered my eyes. Unbelievable. He truly was nothing but a child, “How did you not tell anybody that the Morrigan was on the loose?”

“Nobody ever asked, so I was never required to tell the truth,” he released his mask and straightened, turning back to the staircase, “Kilco, why did you bring me here?”

He knew. The tone of his voice, the uncharacteristic fidgeting — he had to have known. I played with the idea of pointing out that he was the one who’d brought me, but that was a technicality, and still, he knew. “Sedna’s waiting in the courtyard.” 

“I know, but why did you bring me here?” 

Yeah. That was the age-old question. I took a deep breath, “how do you know?”

Ilya sighed and turned, “how do I know Sedna’s here, or how do I know that you know?”

“Both,” I replied, my agitation flaring, though I had no right.

“I know Sedna is here because I saw them enter the maze,” I opened my mouth, but he held up a hand to silence me before I could speak, “there are few benefits to having red eyes, but one I’ve always been particularly fond of is the ability to see significantly better in the dark than you can. At first, I wasn’t convinced it was Sedna. I thought maybe it’d just been a blur in the shadows and my mind made what it wanted from it, but then you started asking questions and referring to them as she. I figured they must’ve shown themselves to you at some point.”

“Isn’t it a she?” I asked. 

“No,” Ilya stated, “now I’ve answered all of your questions, can you answer mine?” but there wasn’t an answer to his question, other than I didn’t control my emotions, my emotions controlled me, and they didn’t want him to leave. There was no way to explain that without sounding obsessively bonkers, so I simply shrugged. Ilya pinched the bridge of his nose, “then I can only assume that your intentions weren’t pure and well-meaning.” 

That made me look up. How dare he? Emotionally driven or not, my every intention for him was only ever of the purest devotion, “It was because she said she loved you.”

Ilya scoffed, “that’s a lie, but even if it wasn’t, so what? I told you that I didn’t love them. I love the Shield. What gives you the right to make this decision on my behalf?” 

“I’m not making a decision on your behalf. You came here of your own free will.”

“I did,” Ilya said and stared at the courtyard. In the darkness, its glow burnt like a raging inferno, “I haven’t seen Sedna since we escaped the Umbra. I’d hoped that they’d finally accepted our position in each other’s existence and decided to make the most of their freedom, knowing I had no intentions on revealing them to anybody. I see now that hope was in vain. They are never going to leave unless I explicitly ask them. They wish to talk, so let’s talk.”    







Nothing holds as much power over the stability of men as light. Too much or too little, it shapes the world. Crops or no crops, the turning of the tides. The absence of light can take the rosiest of places and twist its bones until all that remains is a nightmarish corpse. The courtyard at night was but a ghost of itself. The fire cauldrons that burned bright and familiar during the day made the floor a flickering quilt of shadow, ascending and retreating with the howl of the winds. Such fleeting heat did little but highlight the absence of the symphony of life which had once sung so vibrantly under the disinfectant powers of the sun’s touch. Above was the faintest rustle of leaves, barely audible over the overpowering drip of an unseen waterfall. With hesitation, I looked up, afraid of what might be staring back, only to find the bushy tail of a large red squirrel bouncing on the lowest branches of the Armoury. Its nose twitched spastically, almost as if in contempt, though that was likely just my own shadow induced madness seeing things that couldn’t exist. The creature’s nose twitched once more before escaping from view, leaving Ilya and me alone again. For Sedna was nowhere to be seen.

“Are you certain Sedna said to meet here?” Ilya asked as he spun around.

“You saw them enter yourself. Besides, why would I lie?” I counted. 

“I’m not sure,” Ilya sighed as my feet slipped across the tiles, “from what I’ve learned about you over the past day, you’re not the most stable of individuals.”

Though not entirely uncalled-for, it didn’t stop me taking offence. Huffing, I opened my mouth, only to be rendered silent by a gentle thud landing behind us. Ilya’s hand went to the dagger belt on his thigh, but relaxed at the sound of a husky giggle, “that’s not very nice, doll. Here I was thinking you only spoke to me that way because you disliked me,” Ilya turned and I followed as Sedna looked us over, her eyes lingering on Ilya, “nice outfit. Trying to show off the goods a little more?”

Ilya rolled his eyes and removed his hand from the dagger belt, blade undrawn. “I’ve been wondering where you disappeared to,” he said, “you left so suddenly once we returned from the Umbra, it’s almost funny to remember how much you carried on the entire time we were there, promising to defeat the Shield the moment we returned.”

“That battle is still inevitable, don’t you worry your pretty little head,” Sedna said as she stepped towards us, her white nightgown swaying with each step, “I’m only delaying it for now.”

Ilya hummed and rubbed at his right eye before moving his hand to the buckle that kept the Erebus sword bound to his back. I elbowed him in the ribs, but he only glanced at me and shook his head, “why would you do that?” he asked as he unbuckled the strap. 

Sedna smiled brightly, “isn’t it obvious? Because I’ve fallen for you. I want you for myself.” 

“Hmm,” Ilya let Erebus drop to the floor and leaned over to his dagger belt, “yes, that certainly sounds familiar. Though the last time you said so in a completely different tone.”

Sedna’s smile wavered but didn’t drop, “that was different. I’d just endured an eternity of imprisonment. You couldn’t have expected me to have appropriate social skills,” she sighed and twisted a finger through a ribbon of her hair, “I didn’t know better then. I hadn’t yet learned how to behave, nor how to truly appreciate what a fine specimen you are.”

Ilya paused his unbuckling and looked up at Sedna with a sharp laugh, “you know, I appreciate compliments as much as the next specimen, but this isn’t appropriate.”  

“Isn’t it?”

“No,” Ilya said and let the dagger belt drop. He straightened up and pointed at me, “you’ve invited my friend here, and though she may seem dumb, she isn’t deaf. Nothing is preventing her from running back to camp and telling the Shield what you’re saying.” 

Sedna cocked her head to look at me, her smile morphing into a smirk, “Kilco wouldn’t do that. It wouldn’t benefit her.” 

“What does that mean?” Ilya asked.

“Never you mind,” Sedna said and cracked her neck with a giggle, “though if you believe her untrustworthy, we could always continue this conversation inside. Alone.” 

She stepped forward and Ilya stepped back, holding out his arm to push me along with him, “That’s not happening, Sedna. The Shield and Princess are expecting us back by now.”

“That’s bullshit,” Sedna’s voice echoed in a deeper, more masculine tone, “I happen to know that your precious owner isn’t expecting you for at least another half hour. That’s enough time.”

Ilya glared at Sedna for a moment, before bending to pick up the dagger belt. He removed a blade and held it in his hand as he buckled the belt back around his thigh, “exactly how long have you been watching me?”

The smirk grew into an inhumanly wide grin, “I never stopped. Even when you slept entire days away, I didn’t leave your shadow. Don’t know how the whore never saw me there. Divine intervention, I guess. Thankfully that Doctor kept me entertained because you two are about as entertaining as a bloated corpse, but I’m digressing: so, you love me, huh?” 

“I never said that,” Ilya said.

“You implied it in your conversation with the Doctor lady.”

“If anything, he implied the opposite,” I muttered. 

Sedna spun towards me, her face twisting into a haunted mask that would choke me from sleep for weeks. Ilya pushed me back further and the look dripped from her face like butter until the smirk was all that was left. Like a cat, she slunk forward and placed herself between Ilya and me, grasping my arm in her cold, dead hands before Ilya could react. I scrunched my eyes, awaiting the inevitable blow. It never came. Sedna pulled me forward by the shoulders, twisting me towards Ilya with an exaggerated sigh, “this is exactly why I wanted to continue this inside.”

“You invited her,” Ilya said.

“Even I make mistakes now and again,” Sedna said, “just come with me inside. I promise you’ll like what I have to say.”

“Why can’t you tell me here?” Ilya asked. 

Sedna giggled and tickled my arm. My skin crawled under her touch, “theatrics, naturally.”

Ilya’s eyes flashed, and he reached down for Erebus. Sedna’s grip on me tightened, but he simply replaced it on his back and grabbed my arm, “I’m not playing this game with you. Thank you for loving me and forcing me all the way out here to tell me so, but we’re leaving now. Come on Kilco,” he tugged, but Sedna’s grip on me didn’t loosen and I was pulled between them like a bone between wolves. Ilya growled under his breath, “let go, Sedna.”

“Relax doll. I won’t harm a hair on her head.”

“Then let her go.”

Sedna shook her head, “not until you hear what I have to say.”

“How can I when you won’t tell me?” Ilya exclaimed.

 He pulled harshly on my arm until something inside creaked. I yelped and Ilya let go immediately. Sedna smirked and rested her head against my shoulder, “Just come inside. You have too now. Who knows who’s watching. You’ve attracted too much attention.”

“I don’t have to do anything,” Ilya said and looked up, “and if Ratatoskr wants to listen, going inside won’t prevent that. Tell me here.”

“It’s not the rat I’m concerned about,” Sedna said and stood up, “I’ve tried asking you nicely, but you haven’t been receptive. Now I’m going to ask in a not so nice way. If you want the girl back, come inside and get her. Or let her wither with me and die. Choice is yours.”

Ilya’s eyes widened, but if he said something, it was lost to my ears as the howling wind became deafening. A foul smell, like that of rotting meat or festering pus, invaded my nose as Sedna pulled me against her chest, too flat and solid for a woman.

 Everything went grey. 








  
  Eighteen

  
  
  Aquaphobia

  
  
    [image: Chapter Separator]
  




Fear of water




It was horrible. One moment I was standing on solid ground in the Armoury courtyard, the next I was falling at what felt like the speed of light. It was as if my very soul had been snatched away from the fabric of reality. I couldn’t even tell if my eyes were open or closed for there was only a grey pit of nothingness, which reeked of death and decay. The scent coated my tongue, like gritty coal, and overwhelmed my already shocked senses. 

Then, as suddenly as it had begun, it was over. 

There was no pain, no sound, no noticeable change in temperature; one moment I was falling and the next I wasn’t. Something cold and solid pressed against my back as the gentle sound of a waterfall sung in my ears. It took a moment to even remember to breathe, but when I did the wild taste of wood and musk was high in the air. Clean and crisp, it washed away the gritty horror that had assaulted me moments earlier. It fostered such a sense of comfort that I found ease in opening my eyes, only to gasp at the kaleidoscope of flashing pastel that far above my head. Blobs of green, blue, pink and yellow all swayed like a primary heartbeat of light that would’ve outshone even the brightest of stars. I’d never seen anything like it. 

“It’s a fae nursery. Disgusting, isn’t it?”

 My neck was unusually stiff as I turned in the direction from which the voice had come. Sedna lounged beside me, her deathly pale skin almost translucent in the glow, her silver eyes even more so. The Morrigan. I tried to sit up, wanting to put as much space between us as possible, but the slightest movement caused my world to spin. Sedna giggled, icy air blowing against my ear, “I wouldn’t move just yet. Teleporting is topsy at first.”    

That was an understatement: I was a sitting duck. Still, I didn’t want her out of my sight, so swallowing slowly I focused on the mosaic floor and pushed myself up onto my elbows to look around for an exit. We were in some sort of cathedral where tall wooden walls were lined with dozens of circular doors. Some were large enough for giants, others small enough for gnats, but each had the same emerald and gold mosaic design. It spiralled from their heart to stretch across the floor and meet in the centre of the cathedral where a waterfall poured through a shamrock shaped pool, deep into the unknown. I knew this place, “the Armoury.” 

Sedna snorted, “you’re more book smart than street smart, huh?”

“At least I’m some kind of smart,” I muttered. If only I could—yes!. It took a mighty effort and biting through my tongue, but I managed to roll onto my side and away from her…only for something to snag my hip. Groaning, I hoisted myself back onto my elbows and reached into my pocket, only to startle when a disjointed grin dangled above me.

Sedna leaned down, icy breath ghosting my lips as something wet and forked stroked the shell of my ear. I yelped and rolled away, ignoring the vertigo that attacked my head at the sudden movement. She laughed. “Have you figured out who I am yet?”

I sat up fully and cocked my head, “So you’re a monster. Big deal.” 

The grin dropped as Sedna’s lips relaxed into a severe line. She stood up and took the two steps to stand before me. Groaning, I shoved my hands into my pockets. She held up her own and sat down in front of me. Silver met blue in front of the waterfall. Sedna paused her lips and leaned over, jabbing her nail into my forehead, “you’re not normal.”

“I don’t know. Would a not normal person do this?” I ripped the Kaori dagger from my pocket and lunged. What followed would never be described as graceful. No amount of exaggeration could help a bard lament the momentary struggle of me attempting to stab my blade through Sedna’s heart. I managed to scratch her chin before my hand was pushed away and my cheek slapped. It was little more than a tap, but the heat returned tenfold.  

“Stop,” Sedna’s voice echoed deeply, “I’m not planning on hurting you, but I will if you can’t control yourself.” I leaned over and bit her nose. Sedna growled and slammed the heel of her boot into my ankle. Red hot pain drowned out my cry as I closed my eyes and stabbed the dagger forward once more. 

The smell of decay returned, and a paralysing cramp pulsated through my hand, withering it while the air filled with a familiar static. I opened my eyes in time to watch Sedna wrap a pale claw around the glimmering hilt of Kaori sandstone which sat suspended where my hand had been. 

“That’s cheating.” I hissed while rubbing my throbbing ankle.   

Sedna tossed my dagger to the side, “what’s that saying you Ascotians have always been so fond of: nothing is ever fair in life, love, or war?” Scoffing, I laid back down and closed my eyes. There was little point in correcting her about my ethnicity. She wouldn’t care anyway. 

Crossing my foot over my knee, I focused on massaging away the pain. There was a movement to my right, and I opened my eyes, unsurprised to find Sedna peering down at me once more, “what do you want?” I asked, “it’s the Armoury. The doors are kept locked. It’s not like Ilya can waltz in and save me. He’ll have to go to the Shield for help, and from what I know about your history with him, you’ve likely just caused your own death.”

“Doubtful,” Sedna crouched, “Ilya’s Ilvarjo. Shadow people. Umbrageous. Ereboportation comes as naturally to him as it does me. If he wants in, he’ll get in.”

Umbrageous and Ereboportation were completely foreign words, but she’d already insulted my intelligence once, and I didn’t want to risk her doing it again, so my only reply was a one finger gesture. The line of Sedna’s mouth remained stiff as she held out her hand as thick, murky water encased it whole. The water reeked of bile and swirled in a grey whirlpool before dripping away, leaving Sedna gripping a familiar sword. It was long and dull, the obsidian hilt decorated with a silver triquetra at the base of its cross-section. It took a moment to place where I’d seen it before, but when I did, the choking sound that escaped my throat couldn’t be contained. The sword I was familiar with was ivory hilted and detailed in gold. It wasn’t a dark abomination born of foul water. No. That wasn’t Pogue’s sword, but a perfect dark replica.

Grinning, Sedna held the point over my head. I scrunched my eyes and tipped my head to expose my neck. If she was going to do it, she’d better do it fast. The blow never came. There was a loud clapping sound and the heinous smell. When I dared crack a lid to peek on the progression of my fate, I found Sedna’s hands empty as she knelt back down and clicked her tongue, “I can’t decide whether you’re brave or insane. Do you not realize how easy it would be for me to spill your blood?”

“Do it then.”

She reached forward and grasped my braid, tugging it against her nose where she inhaled deeply before leaning back with a low growl, “you’re not afraid to die?”

I rolled my eyes, “Maybe I’m just not afraid of you.”

“You’re not. That’s concerning.” Sedna hummed as she dropped my hair, “everyone’s afraid of me. It’s human nature to fear what lurks in the dark. I’m very old. I’ve devoured some of the bravest souls in existence, and in the end, they were each marinated by fear. Even the Blessed Sword smells of it when he graces me with his presence. But not you. Either you have no sense of self-preservation, or you want to die: which is it?” I spat in her face. Sedna wiped the spittle away and stood, sucking her fingers clean, “I see. Sorry kid, I’ve waited too long for this night to risk it all by indulging in the soul of a spoiled, suicidal child. I’m not overly fond of the taste.”

“I’m not suicidal.” 

“No, just selfish,” Sedna sneered. The sound of light footsteps echoed through the cathedral and Sedna sighed, “but tonight’s my turn. If you’re smart, you will stay out of my way. If not for your own sake, for his. I want this, and one way or another, I always get what I want.”

We had that in common.     

The pulsating light and colour of the fae nursery was a memorizing galaxy all of its own which promised to signal all of life’s secrets, present and future if only one looked hard enough into its glow. Still, I would’ve appreciated Ilya doing a little more than stand and gawk at it the moment he walked into the hall. A fearsome Ilvarjo assassin rendered utterly useless by some flashing lights. I was beginning to think the famous storytellers of the past had exaggerated many of their fables for dramatic effect. 

Typical. 

Sedna had disappeared. One moment she’d been there and the next she wasn’t. I didn’t care, wanting only to get leave, but Ilya wanted only to stare dumbly at the roof. Clearly, I’d have to be the one to go to him, and so crossed my arms and bent my knee. No sooner had weight been applied to my ankle than I tumbled to the floor. 

I cried out, both in pain and frustration, before ripping the hole in my tights down to my ankle to poke and prod. It was only bruised; mildly disappointing as that much pain deserved more than just a wicked bruise three days into the future. A third hand joined in the poking and I cried out for a different reason. 

 “Are you alright?” Ilya asked, “Did Sedna do this?”    

“What do you care?” I said and pushed his hand away. He sat back without a fight, and I grasped my ankle once more, “of course Sedna did this. Who else would’ve?”    

“But they promised not to hurt you.” 

“Well, you can’t trust crazy people,” I looked up when he didn’t reply. Ilya’s face was pale as he drew his knees to his chest. I sighed, “it was partly my fault. I bit her nose.”

“You what?” Ilya cocked a brow when I shrugged, “why would you do that?”

“It would appear your friend has a death wish,” a husky voice came from the darkness. Two disembodied arms, longer than any humans, oozed out from the shadows and wrapped themselves around Ilya’s waist, squeezing tightly from behind. Ilya didn’t react at all to the sudden intrusion. If anything, he seemed to relax slightly as Sedna rested her chin on his shoulder, “Say doll,” she practically purred and blew his bangs, “did you enjoy the light show?”

Ilya looked up and nodded, “it’s breathtaking,” he said before pinching Sedna’s wrist. She immediately loosened her hold, and Ilya ducked beneath. He climbed to his feet and looked down at her, “though I would’ve appreciated you choosing another room. One that doesn’t evoke so many painful memories.” 

“Oh,” Sedna stood and stroked the skin beneath Ilya’s right eye while tutting her tongue, “an unfortunate oversight. I never expected the Priests’ Spector to harm you as it did, or I would never have allowed it so close. Does it still hurt?” 

“Not physically,” Ilya said and stepped out of her reach, “Sedna, please allow me to take Kilco to back camp. I promise to return.”

Sedna shook her head and sat down beside me, “I can’t allow that, Doll.”

“Why not?” Ilya asked. 

Humming, Sedna gently picked up my braid and untied the ribbon holding it in place. Ilya took a step forward, but Sedna held up a finger, “you have my word that I won’t hurt her, but I can’t let you take her. She’s my insurance. If you leave with her what incentive will you have to return?” she pulled my hair free and looked up with a smile, “besides, she has a stake in this too. It would be bad manners to send her away.”

“Stake in this?” Ilya’s brow furrowed, “stake in what exactly?”  Sedna’s icy fingers tickled through my scalp and down my neck towards my sleeve. Looking Ilya in the eye, she flicked it up to reveal the bite mark that sat beneath. Ilya’s eyes widened, “you marked her?

Sedna chuckled and dropped my arm, “two insurance policies are always better than one.”

“Remove it. Now.” Ilya demanded. 

“Steady doll,” Sedna said and stood back up, “I’ll remove it. As soon as we’re done.” 

Ilya covered his eyes with his hands and took a deep breath. He looked at Sedna, “I already know what you wish to tell me, so can I please tell you something first?” Sedna sucked in her bottom lip, though it did little to dim her smile as she nodded. Ilya took another breath, “I don’t want to do this with you again.”

Sedna’s smile shattered, “come again?”

“I don’t want to do this anymore.” Ilya repeated. Sedna’s mouth hung limply open, and he sighed, hand moving towards the buckle of his dagger belt. I pinched his ankle. Ilya looked down and shook his head before stepping to the side and continued unbuckling it. Nobody said a word as he removed his weapons, one by one, and placed them on the wooden pews that separated each massive door. Stopping before Sedna, he sighed as she worked her jaw from side-to-side “I am sorry, but I’m not sure how you expected this to work. We’re supposed to be sworn enemies. It goes against every path travelled.”   

Sedna’s jaw relaxed, and she laughed, “Is that what’s worrying you: your paths? Don’t. History is riddled with stories where the paths have aligned for enemies to become lovers. It happens so often that there’s even a myth of what happens when an Ilvarjo and Kaori kiss.”

Ilya shook his head, “That’s not the same, and you know it. This isn’t a myth, this is reality, and in this reality, you are destined to die at the Shield’s hands.”

“That’s not reality. Reality doesn’t exist until it comes to pass.” 

“It’s what the paths foretold,” Ilya turned back to his weapons, “what prophecy states.”

“For one who still sees so clearly you are blind to honest truth,” Sedna reached out to fondle the folds of Ilya’s mask, tugging it down when he made no move to pull away, “don’t you understand what’s happening. It’s a new era. There are no more Deities, no more prophecy or destiny. You still see your paths, yet they lead nowhere. It’s an incoming age of complete freedom. I’m grasping my freedom with both hands, using it to tell you that I’ve fallen for you. Now the question is, are you brave enough to do that same?” 

There was something desperate, almost pleading in Sedna’s voice and Ilya turned to face her. With the mask down, he could hide the emotion that raced through him: confusion, happiness, excitement, sadness. All there on his face, all clear as day to anybody who knew him. Then his face went stoic. He took a step back, away from Sedna, “no.” 

For a moment, Sedna smiled, but it soon twisted as her eyes widened, “I didn’t catch that.”  

“No,” Ilya repeated and turned around, “I-I’m sorry, I haven’t fallen for you. Not in the way you want. I’m sorry, I-” Sedna grabbed his arm. Ilya looked over his shoulder and tried to pull away, but Sedna only tightened her grip and took a step towards the pool in the centre of the cathedral, “what are you doing?” 

“You ungrateful brat,” Sedna’s voice was rooted to the point of masculine, “after everything I’ve done for you. All those times I’ve saved your life, and all you have to say is sorry?”

“Sedna, stop. You’re hurting me.”

“I’m hurting you?” Sedna laughed and tightened her grip. The veins in her hand strained as she twisted.

“Yes,” Ilya winced, “I don’t understand what you expected me to say. I’ve never lied to you. In fact, I’ve lost count of the times I’ve explicitly stated that we’re enemies. If you ever thought I could love you-” 

“You made a pretty good case for that when you kissed me in the Umbra,” Sedna shouted.

“I had no choice,” Ilya said and looked at me, shaking his head, “Erebus was gone, and you were fading. I was too injured to survive there alone. I had to anchor you to reality.”

“So you admit to using my affection for you as a tool to meet your own ends?” Sedna twisted Ilya’s arm to an awkward angle, forcing him to kneel on the wet tiles, least it snap, “a little twisted, wouldn’t you agree?” 

“Yes…no. I-I don’t know. I never wanted any of this.” 

“Never wanted this?” Sedna dropped his arm and backed up until she hit one of the mosaic doors. She turned, slamming her head against it. The sound of cracking glass reached my ears, mixed with wailing sobs that became increasingly louder as I began to crawl to Ilya, only to freeze halfway when the sobs morphed into a burst of deep, manic laughter. 

The smell of death and decay flooded my senses once more, and I looked to Sedna. There was nothing to see as a cyclone of murky water circled the spot where she had stood. Around and around, until it stopped, suspended in mid-air against every rule of physics. Through the laughter came another sound, a familiar sound that never failed to send a shiver down my spine. The sound of breaking bone. The liquid fell to the floor, leaving blasphemy in its wake. 

Where Sedna’s willowy form had once stood was the figure of a man. Black hair clung to pasty skin that was supposed to sunkissed, and silver eyes that should’ve been a bright cerulean blue. A sinister grin looked most grotesque when painted on lips that spoke so much joy. It was all so familiar, yet so wrong. The light which flowed so freely from the Shield of Ascot was dead in the water, leaving only a shadowy mirror image behind. I understood why the Morrigan was called death incarnate; it was grievous for somebody so beloved to appear so un-alive. 

Pogue’s dark clone pushed off the door and took a step forward, and still, Ilya did not move. I tried to stand, but the pain shooting through my ankle made it impossible. Manic laughter echoed through the cathedral once more, “you stupid boy, I was going to give you pleasure beyond your wildest dream.” 

That voice had sounded almost like Pogue’s. Almost, only the accent was ever so slightly off, like a mockery or an act, and that alone seemed to snap Ilya from his daze. He looked towards me and scrambled to his feet with remarkable speed. Sedna was faster. Quicker than any human could, they tackled Ilya back to the wet tiles and forced his arms above his head in a single-handed grip that he had no chance to struggle free from. Humming, Sedna leaned down and blew hair from his face, “you should’ve given yourself willingly. Now you’ve left me no choice but to go through with my original plan.”  

“What plan?” Ilya asked, twisting in their grip. 

Sedna smiled, “don’t you remember the night we met? I swore that before I melted the Shield that I’d first destroy everything he ever loved.” Sedna slammed their lips against Ilya’s in an act so vulgar and violent. There was nothing romantic about it at all. Ilya responded by slamming his knee into the Morrigan’s side. They groaned and staggered to the left, allowing Ilya to roll out from beneath. He sat up and spat on the floor as Sedna wobbled to their feet with a strained laugh, “so you want to make this difficult. So be it. Just know that I gave you a chance, but this is my house, and I always get what I want.”

They sped forward, all loss of balance suddenly gone as they aimed a flurry of jabs at Ilya’s face with a battle cry that reminded me of a flock of pigeons. Ilya rolled to his feet, effortlessly avoiding each blow by dancing into increasingly contorted positions and arching his back into a side aerial, avoiding a series of kicks Sedna released that seemed to have no destination other than to hit something solid. Ilya pivoted, placing himself behind the Morrigan, and before it could react, he delivered a kick of his own into their lower back. 

It seemed Sedna had not only mimicked Pogue’s appearance, but they’d also stolen his fighting style. Heavy, strong and raw, Ilya knew precisely how to counter it. Ilya ducked under the blow Sedna aimed at his temple, before pulling up to slam his palm against their face. The horrible stench returned as Sedna growled and grasped their nose. Their hand came away wet, and they took a step back while holding it out flat. The liquid seemed to expand until their entire hand was a whirlpool once more. Ilya took several steps backwards as the water fell to the ground, leaving Sedna clasping the grotesque caricature of the Casteel sword. Sedna grinned and strode forward as Ilya’s hand dropped to his thigh. And froze. Without taking his eye off Sedna, Ilya craned his neck to look past me and I followed his gaze. 

Oh, that stupid twat. 

Ilya’s swords and daggers sat snugly on the pew behind. Under normal circumstances it would’ve taken me seconds to retrieve them, but with my ankle in such a state…well, I’d get to them if it killed me. He wasn’t going to be slaughtered by some mythical monster in a giant tree. Not under my watch. But it would take effort to get to them.

 Sedna lunged forward, sword swinging overhead with a mighty roar, before breaking into a round of quick jabs and flurries. I paused my shuffling for a moment to watch with bated breath. Though the lithe and flexible Ilvarjo was arguably better at hand-to-hand combat than the Shields bulking mass, armed was a different story. Pogue fought on wild instinct, like everything he embodied. There was little grace or refinement. Sedna fought with the same left-handed single mindedness, but something was off as they moved with purpose and finesse, managing to keep Ilya at the pointy end of their blade in a way that Pogue never could. If that shadowy blade was anything like its ivory twin, it should’ve found no difficulty cutting through bone. Yet Ilya’s palms turned the blade aside, gloveless hands deflecting and pushing it off course without breaking skin. I swallowed heavily at a sinking realization: the Morrigan was merely toying with us. It could end this at any moment.

With newfound determination, I reached Ilya’s weapons and immediately strapped the blue sword to my back before waving my arm in hopes of catching Ilya’s attention. Face sweaty and chest heaving, Ilya glanced over for the briefest of seconds. A second was all that Sedna needed. The blow came from the right and Ilya couldn’t have seen it coming, but I did. My stomach flipped, and though it was useless, I opened my mouth to call a warning. No words managed to leave my mouth. Ilya’s eyes widened as the pummel of the dark Casteel sword swung through the air, but it was too late to do anything more than to turn and take the vicious blow to the side of his skull rather than the temple. Ilya dropped to the ground like a ragdoll. He was surely unconscious, if not worse.

Sedna laughed and crouched to poke his chest, “Got you. Are you scared yet? You must be.  So hard your entire life you’ve tried to always remain in control. You haven’t any idea how to respond when faced with somebody more powerful. Now, sleep,” Sedna raised their fist, aiming it at Ilya’s temple, but pulled back suddenly as Ilya rolled to the side and delivered a straight-legged axe kick. It would’ve been enough to shatter its original target of Sedna’s collar bone, but instead it collided with their forearm, dislodging the dark Casteel sword from their grip. It splashed into the pool, disappearing from sight. Sedna stood with an animalistic growl, “you think I need that to consume you?” 

Sedna raised their foot and seemingly through sheer force of will alone Ilya managed to sit up before it was slammed down onto his face. He shoved Sedna away. The push had been weak, but they stood back anyway, tipping their head with an amused smile as Ilya struggled to stand. 

Typically, those who have taken a hit to the head have trouble walking in a straight line, and Ilya was no exception. He seemed to stumble more than step, before kneeling beside me, taking care not to move his neck. Mercifully, Sedna made no move towards us as I looked Ilya over. He was naturally on the paler side, but at the moment he looked positively translucent. I forced myself not to grimace “you okay?”

“No,” he hadn’t appeared to have noticed the blood draining from his ear to stain his hair. I didn’t say anything. I’d deal with it later, once we were safe, “are you okay?”

“Compared to you, I’m perfection.”   

Ilya stared blankly with unfocused eyes before reaching for his dagger belt, his hand shaking. After several failed attempts at clasping the buckle, I pushed him away and clasped it myself before grabbing the Erebus sword to buckle on his back.

“Don’t,” he said and struggled to his feet “where have they gone?”  

It took a moment to realize that he meant Sedna. Other than the two of us, the cathedral was empty, the ever-dripping water the only sound other than Ilya’s panting. I shrugged and held out my hand, “I don’t know, but we shouldn’t wait around for it to come back. Help me up.” 







“No, no, no,” the same solid oak doors I’d stood in awe of only days earlier suddenly looked like prison gates from a macabre play. Kicking them gained nothing but a stinging foot, but it was difficult to comprehend how the freedom of the courtyard was so close, yet so inaccessible thanks to several heavy golden locks. I kicked the door harder and glared at Ilya as he slumped against it, “why did you lock it?” 

“I didn’t,” he coughed into the crook of his arm, “I didn’t enter this way.”

“Well, where did you enter? Let’s try that way.”

Ilya shook his head and gasped, his face somehow losing colour it didn’t have. Erebus clattered against the marble staircase as he leaned over and wrapped his hands around his stomach. I sighed and picked the sword up. Typical. If you wanted something done, you had to do it yourself. I took a dagger from his belt and tapped the cold blade against my chin. Lock picking wasn’t my most horned skill at the best of times. Jittery fingers and shoestring patience, the drunkard who’d taught me in exchange for a silver krona had said. This wasn’t the best of times, and a dagger and sword weren’t the best of tools, but it was all I had. I knelt and shoved the sword into the lion-shaped lock. Of course, if Ilya would only tell me where he’d entered from, maybe I wouldn’t have to risk breaking a masterpiece like Erebus…Ereboportation. The Erebus sword had come from the Umbra. Umbrageous. Shadow potation. I grabbed Ilya’s arm and flicked his cheek, “you can teleport in shadows, can’t you?”

“Not right now.”

My heart skipped a beat and I flicked his check harder, “yes, right now.”

 Ilya attempted to slap my hand away and straighten up, his arms remaining tightly clenched around his middle, “I can’t right now. I’m dizzy.”

“So what?” I held on tighter to his arm despite his struggling, “better to be sick than dead.” 

“You don’t understand,” he said and pinched the joint of my wrist until I let go, “I must be able to clearly picture where I intend to teleport. If I can’t clearly envision my destination, my limbs could materialize separately from my body. Kilco, I cannot even see you clearly right now, and you’re right in front of me. My head is throbbing, and my stomach hurts. I wouldn’t trust myself to teleport home right now, let alone take us both to camp.”  

That was it then. We were separated from safety by a single door, yet we might as well have been in the middle of the Martiat Ocean. With one final kick, I looked up at the mosaiced ceiling and sang a symphony the likes of which that blessed tree had never heard before.

“Stop screaming,” Ilya said and covered his ears, “Pogue will have noticed that we’re missing by now. He’ll come and find us. In the meantime, you’re never going to get those locks open picking them as you were.” 

“And you could do better?” I asked. 

“Yes,” he stated and carefully squatted. 

As much as it pained me to admit, he could do better. In under a minute he’d cracked the first lock open and was working on the second when a soft sound rang out from the bottom of the stairs. It was so slow at first, and for a moment it was difficult to distinguish from the running water of the waterfall until it was vibrating all around. I slammed my back against the door and turned to spy Sedna relaxing against the banister, “bravo. That took you longer than I expected,” they said and ceased their clapping, “but playtime’s over. Come downstairs.”

Ilya maintained his grip on Erebus as he pulled himself up onto shaky legs, “No, Sedna.”

“I won’t repeat myself,” Sedna stated. Ilya shook his head, and Sedna sneered. They held a darkly gloved hand up to their face and turned it around as if inspecting the hidden nails for dirt before tipping their head to the side and snapping two fingers together. 

My right-hand spasmed uncontrollably as if caught in an electric current so loud it was almost impossible to focus on the other invisible force which grabbed hold of Ilya’s leg and yanked. His chest slammed against the marble floor, sending him into a hoarse coughing fit as he was dragged backwards down the stairs with his leg dangling uselessly in the air by an iron grip of nothingness. The Morrigan chuckled and knelt down to tease the folds of his mask before ripping it off entirely and holding his head up by his hair. Their long, pasty finger stroked a bite mark on Ilya’s right clavicle. A bite mark, identical to my own. I pressed my back further into the door as they smiled down at him, “do you like my new power? I stole it in from our dead-eyed friend. Erebus had all those ways of crippling his opponents, it seemed wasteful to let them rot. You got a soul in a sword, I thought it was only fair I got some energy.”

Ilya tried to stand but was barely able to kneel before falling back to the floor with a cough as he stared up at Sedna, “why are you doing this? I thought you loved me.”  

“So did I,” Sedna said and gently pushed him onto his back, “but when you rejected me just now I saw your truth. You never even liked me, you only pretended because you were too afraid to tell those you do love how much you fucked up. Now I don’t love you so much.”

“How did you expect me to love you? You don’t mark the ones you love and play around inside their head. You made me sick,” Ilya said and aimed a punch at Sedna’s face. They effortlessly caught it in their palm and smirked, pulling Ilya up by his arm before slamming him back down. His head hit the floor with an echoing thud. Everything went still. Ilya was motionless on the ground, and I couldn’t even tell if he was breathing from where I stood, yet there was nothing I could do to get to him. My nails dug into the flesh of my wrist as Sedna stuck two fingers into Ilya’s mouth, coating them in slick saliva before raising them to their eyes. An elongated plum coloured tongue protruded from their mouth. Hooked like a snake, it suckled the saliva off and lingered suspended in front of their eyes, where no human tongue should ever be. My breath whistled in my throat. I couldn’t press my back any further into the door without merging into it, but I couldn’t watch that abomination anymore. It was grotesque. I reached down for Erebus and turned back to the locked door.  

I never heard the footsteps sneak up behind me. Or maybe there was nothing to hear. Rough hands grabbed a handful of my hair and dropped it, strand by strand, as cold air blew in my ear. Pogue’s voice whispered words I couldn’t understand, and then the air was gone, replaced by a gurgled inhale. The remaining hair was dropped in a heap as I was forcibly turned around to find the Shield frowning at me, “I don’t understand. Why don’t you fear me?”

“I do.”

They shook their head, “You fear what I’ll do to him. That’s not fearing me. I can smell it, but I can’t see it, not like he can. That’s why he likes you. You don’t deserve him.” Sedna sniffed and grabbed my arm, “it doesn’t matter anymore. Come, he’ll wake up soon.” I pushed my weight into my heels. Just because I wasn’t large enough to fight didn’t mean I had to make it easy. Sedna scoffed and my mouth filled with blood as their hand marked my face, “that was your last warning. If you make me strike you again, your face won’t fare so well. Move.”   

I wanted to refuse. Wanted to jump on their back and claw and scratch, but their tone told no idle threat, and if they killed me Ilya would quickly follow, so I nodded and allowed myself to be tugged along. They picked Ilya up, flinging him over their shoulder like he weighed nothing. Ilya’s eyes were closed as I trailed behind back into the cathedral, but he didn’t look like he was sleeping. He looked dead. Sedna sat him up against the pool moulding and leaned into his face, blowing gently while tickling the side of his cheek. Ilya’s eyes fluttered open and Sedna smiled. They reached out to brush the bloodied hair from his face, “sorry, baby doll, but it’s time for you to sleep now,” the hand clawed at his hair, dragging him beneath the water. Ilya didn’t struggle. 

I did. 

“What are you doing?” I demanded while trying to pull him away by the arm, “you promised not to hurt him.”  

“This is a private matter. You shouldn’t even be here,” Sedna said calmly, shooing me away as one does a fly while holding Ilya’s head beneath the waterfall. They kept him under for several seconds before bringing him back up. His wet blonde hair covered his face as he clawed at their wrist, coughing and spluttering. Sedna smiled, “this is a good look on you. Desperately clinging to life.” 

They pushed him back under. 

“You’re going to kill him,” I cried. 

Sedna rolled their eyes, “Relax. I’ve been reaping for several ages. I know what I’m doing. He’s not going to die; I’m just ensuring he never wakes up again. That’s all.”

“That’s the same thing,” I shouted, and without even registering what was happening Erebus was in my hand. The blade was heavy in my twiglet arms, but I closed my eyes and swung. I felt it make contact and something splashed in the water as a heinous smell flooded the cathedral. I cracked a lid. Murky water ran freely from a cut in Sedna’s forearm. They stared at it and dripped a finger into the goo. Then they were on their feet. Talented as I was at dodging, there was no chance of ducking under the fist that came my way. Stars exploded in my eyes as the sound of breaking bone rang loudly through the air. Something warm dripped down my face and then all I knew was pain. I dropped to the floor, Erebus clattering beside me, as tears joined the river of blood pouring down my face and I furiously wiped them away. I hadn’t cried in five years and that beast wasn’t getting the satisfaction, but no matter what I tried the tears kept coming without permission. 

“I warned you, but you wouldn’t listen. Why didn’t you listen after I was so nice to you? I’m suddenly not feeling nice anymore.” Sedna leaned down and unstrapped the blue sword from my back, tossing it into the shadows. Ilya had dragged himself out of the pool and sat soaked and shivering beside it. Sedna laughed and walked back to him to grab him by his dripping hair. I gasped, but they didn’t hold him back beneath the water, instead dragged him to me and grabbed a fistful of my hair too. 

Boy was that painful. I screamed, flailing about until I choked on my own blood. Anything to just get free, but nothing could break Sedna’s iron grip as they dragged us both out the door, back towards the staircase, where they unceremoniously dropped me. They took one of Ilya’s daggers from his belt and yanked his head backwards, exposing his Adam’s apple. Sedna’s eyes locked with mine, and they smirked while pressing the blade to Ilya’s neck, “you don’t fear me, but you do fear something I can do. I smelt it when I kissed him before. You must pay for your little tantrum right now, and since I refuse to give you what you want, he’ll be the one to suffer.”

Sedna dropped Ilya on the ground and knelt beside him, yanking his arms tautly above his head as they swung a muscular leg over his side, straddling him. Humming beneath their breath, they leaned down and caught his lips in a violent, prolonged kiss while a pale claw moved to rip open the flimsy silk of his shirt, revealing the rapidly bruising skin beneath. Sedna allowed Ilya a moment to breathe as they looked back to me with a smirk while fingering his navel, “you have no idea how good desperation and pain look on you, doll. You can thank your friend for this.”

Ilya spat in their face, “screw you.”

That inhuman tongue darted out to lap the spittle off their nose and Sedna sighed, “well, seeing as you asked so politely.”   

Ilya’s breath hitched and he twisted beneath Sedna, bucking his hips in an attempt to displace them, “get off. Leave me alone.”

“Quite now,” Sedna purred as they shifted their grip on Ilya’s arms, freeing a hand that snaked its way around his body to poke and pinch at the rising bruises and marks, giggling when he moaned, “you have such a beautiful body. It would be wasted on the Shield.” Sedna’s hand dipped lower and lower, squeezing hard once it arrived at its destination, Ilya closed his eyes and whimpered before turning his head to the side. Sedna paused and glanced at me, “repeat that, doll. I don’t think she heard you.”  

Ilya looked at me, his eyes unfocused and wet, “Please don’t do this.”

There was nothing I could do to help him. I was close enough to smell his sweat and blood, but I couldn’t move, and as Sedna continued squeezing the room filled with the smoke. I couldn’t breathe through the burning wood and whiskey. The waterfall morphed into crashing waves. It was hot. Too hot. Not even the aloe my mum had rubbed on my skin that morning took his heat away. Why was he looking at me like that? They were all looking at me. Stop looking. Stop touching. Stop-

“Kilco,” a deep voice called. I blinked as Sedna’s smile blinded me, “That’s how I want you to look at me.” 

I shook my head. I’d never look at them like that. They didn’t scare me. I wasn’t afraid of anything. Not anything at all. Without breaking eye contact with me, Sedna slapped Ilya across the face. Over and over, the sound of flesh on flesh twisting into an endless cycle. Still I couldn’t move. Then it stopped. Sedna leaned over and gently caressed Ilya’s reddening cheeks, dancing butterfly kisses over his face while smiling softly, almost compassionately, “my baby doll,” they cooed, “it’s going to be glorious listening to you scream.”

The smile dropped from Sedna’s face and their hands moved to the hem of Ilya’s pants, tugging, beginning to pull-Thud!

“Get off him, you bitch.”

Sedna hissed, tongue flicking out, and they pushed themselves up. An arrow flew through the space where their head had been seconds prior. Pogue stood on the last step with a wild lupine rage in his eyes as he reloaded the small collapsible crossbow. Never in my life had I been so happy to see another person, it was almost enough to forget where we were. There was a low, throaty growl and my arm was wrenched upwards as Sedna, female once more, hid behind Ilya and I like human shields, “so typical of you to interrupt.” they snarled.

Pogue growled under his breath, “let them go.”

“Nah,” Sedna pulled us higher, “you wouldn’t dare shoot. Not why I have them.”

“I dunno, I’m a pretty good shot.” Pogue levelled the crossbow. The wood creaked under the increased pressure, “let them go or, on the Deities, I will shoot.” 

A tense moment passed before Sedna growled and shoved their hand into my back. I stumbled forward, falling hard at Pogue’s feet. He glanced down at me, but I shooed him away as Sedna adjusted her grip on Ilya, fisting his hair so tightly it seemed they intended to scalp him. They held out their free hand and the foul water returned, leaving them with the gift of the dark Casteel sword. Pogue growled louder, “him too, demon.”

Sedna shook their head, “no, I don’t think so.”

“I will shoot. I swear, I will.” 

“You won’t,” Sedna said and rested their blade against Ilya’s neck, “you would’ve risked her life to get me, but not his. He’s your darling’s most beloved pet. Yours too, I hear.” Pogue’s eyes narrowed and his grip on the trigger tightened. Sedna cocked their head, “I’m faster than you, Shield. You release that arrow and the only thing you’ll hit is his remaining eye.”

Pogue bit his lip and looked at Ilya, “you okay?”

“Pogue, I- ‘' The flat side of Sedna’s sword smacked into Ilya’s mouth. It wasn’t a powerful strike, but it was enough to split his lip.

 “Quiet,” Sedna screeched, “dolls only speak when their owners permit them.”

“Doll?” Pogue demanded. 

Sedna giggled and pulled Ilya’s hair from his face, “that’s right. The baby Ilavrjo is my love doll. Has been for months. I know that goes against your self-righteous moral code, but not his…or hers for that matter.”

“SHUT UP,” Pogue roared, “just let them go. They’re only kids. Whatever bone you’ve got, it’s with me. If you want a rematch, I’ll fight you again. All you gotta do is ask.”

Sedna looked Pogue over, eyes lingering on the hilt of the Ivory sword on his back before bitterly laughing, “as much as you’d like to believe so, the sun didn’t rise with you. However, if you’d like a rematch, I’m happy to leave you with the same parting gift as last time.”

“No,” Pogue lowered the crossbow, “don’t.”

Sedna licked their lips and leaned into Ilya’s ear. His breath quickened as they whispered, and he stumbled as Sedna pushed him forward. I sighed in relief, only to have it choked off prematurely as Sedna drew back their shadowy blade and plunged it into Ilya’s back. The tip emerged through his chest. Sedna grinned manically, twisting the blade as they withdrew it. Ilya took a step forward before tumbling over. 

Time stood still. 

I was vaguely aware of Pogue shouting, and he all but trampled me as he flung himself at Sedna. The Morrigan’s grin twisted. No, their entire body twisted; arms elongating and sprouting black feathers as bones popped and replaced into the form of a crow. They spread their wings, almost in a mocking wave. Pogue lined up his crossbow, shouting, but I didn’t care if he hit or missed. On my hands and knees, I crawled to Ilya. My pinafore was filthy, but I ripped it anyway. Pressure, pressure. Need pressure. But there was too much blood. Sticky red everywhere, I couldn’t even see the wound I was trying to stem. Ilya was gurgling, saying something I couldn’t hear and I leaned in closer. Something swooped over my head, a crawling laugh, and then it was gone. And there was nothing more to be done.
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Fear of the moon




The walls were closing in and it was too dark to find the way. Hours of my life wasted committing every twist and turn of the maze to memory only to have it collapse when I needed it most. It was almost enough to throw myself to the floor, kicking and screaming, but there was something on my face, and it was drying to a stifling mask. It tasted of iron when licked it away, but scratching caused a pain strong enough that I wanted to die. Something was wrong, off centre. That wasn’t my face upon my head. I stopped touching it at all. 

I wasn’t alone. 

The familiar gurgling rattle that haunted my waking hours and dreams was behind me, in pursuit, so despite my misplaced nose, I ran faster. Death wasn’t going to corner me in a maze. Against all odds, my legs carried me to the exit, and I gasped for breath the moment I emerged into the light.

“Kilco?” a familiar voice I couldn’t place called, “where’s Pogue? He was supposed-” there was a deep gasp and then the voice was screaming, making demands beyond my comprehension. The horrific rattle closed in, carried on heavier footsteps, and then a deeper voice was shouting too.

My breathing was beginning to calm, drawing in enough oxygen that I could look to see what the ruckus was about. My stomach flipped as the memories hit me like a sledgehammer while Pogue battled off the imposing hands of the Royal guards who tried to take Ilya from his arms, “Oh…no, no.”

“Kilco,” the voice called again. It took a moment to recognize the serious face in front of me as Princess Amicia. She grabbed my arm and squeezed, “tell me what he needs?”

Why was she asking me? How was I supposed to know? Pogue, his leathers more red than brown, headbutted one of the guards who dared stray too near. I raked my nails down my arms and as if on its own my mouth moved, “bandages, boiled water, needles, thread. Whatever healing tonic you have.”  

“Should we call anybody?” she asked.

Should we…? Unbelievable. I stared at her, incredulously, “call everybody.” 

Amicia nodded and motioned to one of her many servants loitering about, no doubt there to nosey about the commotion. Wankers. My firsts were clenched tightly as she patted my shoulder and walked towards Pogue. I couldn’t go there, could hardly swallow, “is he dead?” I asked.

“No,” she called without pause, “and you’re going to keep it that way.” 







When the Princess called for physicians, physicians came running. It seemed every doctor in camp had squeezed themselves into the tiny office where Ilya had been placed on a desk. They swarmed around: some studying the wound in his chest, others taking vitals, and all making a lot of noise as they behaved like peacocks in heat, fighting it out for the rare opportunity to dominate without their tolerated leader shouting them into submission. Where was my mother? She was the one person I trusted to save Ilya’s life, but she wasn’t there. Eventually, a victor was crowned. The old bald physician from the mid-camp infirmary whose name I could never remember but who always smelled faintly of blue cheese. His first act of power was to chase the Princess and Shield from the office before marching over to me. 

“You need to leave,” he said, crossing his arms. I didn’t even give the dignity of a response. Ilya was dying and I needed to focus on massaging his throat to force him to swallow the healing tonic that would artificially replenish his blood long enough for the good doc to arrive and fix it. He wouldn’t bleed to death as long as I did that. Everything would be fine. The bald physician leaned in closer, his funky scent nauseating, “didn’t you hear me? You need to leave. Now.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Yeah, you do,” he said through gritted teeth, “I doubt Doctor Escamilla has bothered teaching you operational etiquette, but when the head physician tells you to do something, you do it. Look at you, you’re bleeding all over it,” he grabbed my arm, “you have to go.”

I slapped him across the face. 

“No, you have to go. All of you,” I shouted and raised my hand again, “None of you are doing anything. You’re just standing about, measuring cocks. You’re incompetent. Useless. Get out, the lot of you. I’ll figure it out myself.” 

Boy, it felt invigorating just to yell at somebody. Anybody. The bald physician threw his hands up, stepping back when I leaned forward to slap him again, “you’re exactly like your mother. You realize that, right?”

He said that like it was an insult.

The door creaked open, and all mindless chatter silenced. I exhaled deeply. It was about time she showed up. But it wasn’t Doctor Kira. A tall woman, her blonde hair beginning to grey, closed the door behind her and turned to look the room over with deep wine eyes. “About bloody time.” the bald physician exclaimed and strode to her. They spoke in hushed whispers by the door, baldy making more elaborate hand movements towards me with every word that passed his lips until the Ilvarjo nodded. The physicians parted as she approached, though she paid them little heed, face stoic as she looked Ilya over before gently touching my arm, “You need to come with me, child.”

I shook my head, “No, they’re all idiots. They’re not trying to help.”

The Ilvarjo put two fingers against Ilya’s pulse before carefully taking the tonic vial from my hand. She set two fingers against his bloody lips and looked at me with a small smile, “they’re doing everything they can for him, let me do the same for you.” And though I didn’t want to leave Ilya, I was so tired, and her voice was so soothing. I nodded. The Ilvarjo handed the vial to one of the physicians who’d crowded into the room and took my hand in hers, so warm and full of life, and led me out into the hall where Pogue and Amicia were sitting on a bench. Pogue seemed to have aged ten years since I’d last seen him. It made my heart clench. 

Amicia looked up as we approached, puffy eyes blinking slowly, before flinging herself at the Ilvarjo, “Eteri,” she cried, burying her tear-stained face into the woman’s chest, “this is my fault. I didn’t know the Morrigan was still alive, let alone that it had escaped. I don’t know how this could’ve happened.”  

Eteri gave me another soft smile before releasing my hand to hug the princess tightly, “it’s alright, Your Highness. There was no way for you to have known.”

“It’s not alright. I should’ve known, I-” Amicia pulled away, her face suddenly not appearing so pretty as snot mixed with her tears in an unsightly ocean, “Ilana is going to hate me again. I sent him there. I know that I wasn’t supposed to, but it was supposed to be dead. He told me it was gone. Eteri, Ilya lied!”

“No, Your Highness,” Eteri pulled Amicia closer, “he doesn’t lie. You know this.”

“I also know there are ways to deceive without ever speaking a word of untruth,” Amicia said and pulled away. She wiped ferociously at her face while glaring at Eteri, “why are you so calm? Ilya is dying.”

“Yes, he is,” Eteri dropped her arms, “and behaving irrationally will not change that.”

“I beg your pardon, Your Highness?” a melodic voice said from behind. 

“Can’t you see that I’m busy?” Amicia snapped.

 The masked Ilvarjo bowed their head and knelt to one knee, “I apologize, Your Highness, but Commander Ramsey said it was urgent. There are two women outside who are demanding to speak with you. One of them punched Officer Fleajoy in the face. The Commander has advised that you grant them an immediate audience.”                      

About bloody time indeed. 







“Never have I witnessed such irresponsible conduct from those sworn to preserve and protect life.” None of the physicians appeared to know what to do with themselves as Doctor Kira’s tirade continued. Those who worked on Ilya moved with the careful precision typically reserved for the King himself. The rest lined the walls, seeming to try and make themselves appear as small as possible. None dared to meet Kira’s apocalyptic gaze as she marched around the desk, examining every inch of Ilya, “what were you all thinking?”

“It was my fault,” Amicia said, straightening her back, “Ilya was bleeding out and-”

“And nothing,” Kira snapped. She stepped in front of the Princess, scowling down, “you left the rest of your citizens without assistance in an emergency, and for what? So these dimwits can bumble around without doing anything practical to help him?” she scoffed while effortlessly snapped on a pair of gloves and shoving two physicians aside. The room was quiet enough to hear a needle drop as she checked Ilya’s vitals. Kira glared over her shoulder at Amicia, “Melly and I were completing our final rounds for the night when I noticed most infirmaries had only healers on duty. Some not even that. You abandoned dozens of patients who are just as critical as him. I agreed to this position under one condition and you just spat on it. I’m disappointed in you, Amicia.”    

Amicia looked to the floor with a choked sob, “I’m sorry, Doctor Kira. I didn’t think.”

“You don’t when you play favourites,” Kira said and pushed her spectacles up her nose, “this wound is deep. An obvious hemothorax caused by probable pulmonary laceration, and there’s a continuous discharge from his ear which suggests intracranial hematoma. Put simply, both his lungs and brain are bleeding.”       

“But you can fix him, right?” Pogue asked. 

“I’m going to try. Kilco, my bag.” Kira demanded, and I grabbed the leather Gladstone she had dumped by the door. She grunted as I placed it on the desk chair, staring pointedly at my nose, “that’s unfortunate. Who reset the bone?”

“Eteri,” I said. The Ilvarjo woman had worked with impressive speed and finesse. It had hurt like Hades, but Eteri had located the dislocation, manipulated it, then packed it faster than almost any physicians I knew could’ve. And she was only a healer. Kira looked her over.  

“You’re the one who came with Ilana, aren’t you?” she asked. Eteri nodded and Kira exhaled, “you stay. Everybody else who didn’t come with me or from me, get lost.” the blanket of anxiety lifted as the rest of physicians all shuffled back out in much the same way they had packed in. Pogue and Amicia remained put. Kira pointed at the door, “that includes you two.”

Pogue frowned, “But-”  

“We’ve been here before, Shield. Three assistants are enough trouble. You’ll only get in my way, so if you care about him at all,” she clicked towards the door, “out.”

Pogue clenched his first and met Kira’s eyes. For a moment I thought he was going to argue, going to physically fight her, and then I would have no choice but to jump in because there just was no time, but then he hung his head, “fine,” he said, “I’ll wait outside.” 

Without another word, he stormed out the door with Amicia on his heels. I watched him go, the twisting in my gut not easing. I prayed he wouldn’t do something stupid.







“Stop bleeding,” Kira leaned over to peer deeper into Ilya’s chest, “Melly, I can’t see what we’re doing.”

“Sorry, Doctor Kira,” Melly said and wiped more plasma onto the crimson coated floor. Twenty minutes had passed but nothing had changed. At least, not for the better. Blood flowed from Ilya’s chest faster than I could force the healing tonic down his throat to replace it, and my supply was getting lower by the minute. I could hear his breath gurgling in his throat and every few minutes pink foam dribbled from his lips. I wiped it away before the others noticed. I’d grown up around death, I knew what that meant, but it wasn’t over yet. 

Then came the convulsions.

“Don’t you dare,” Kira shouted and grabbed the soiled gauze from Melly to wipe the blood away herself, “hold him still. Don’t let him choke.”

The contractions were so violent that the door being slammed open was almost undetectable over the commotion. I didn’t look up, too preoccupied with clearing away the excess fluid that was suddenly flowing from Ilya’s mouth in mass, but I could make out Amicia moaning. 

“Is he okay?” Pogue asked. 

Kira shook her head without looking up, “I can’t stop the bleeding.”

“But he’s gonna be okay?”

“Are you stupid? I just said that I can’t stop the bleeding,” she snapped and looked up. Her teeth were locked in a snarl but her eyes were wet. Knowing exactly what that meant, mine watered too, but I blinked them away. It wasn’t over until he was dead, and he wasn’t dead. Kira didn’t kick them back out, she simply resumed working with less urgency than before. Another half-hour ticked by and nobody made a sound, too focused on listening to Ilya’s increasingly laboured breathing and Kira’s muttered cursing, “shit…balls…twat…FUCK.” she threw her scalpel onto the floor with a hiss and stormed out without another word. Melly and Eteri stepped back from the desk.

Pogue covered his face as pearly tears dripped off Amicia’s chin as she stared at the empty spot where Kira had stood, “I guess that means it’s over.”   

“It’s not over until he’s dead,” I said and picked up another vial, “right Melly?”

Melly put down her gauze. Eteri stepped forward and took the vial from my hand before recapping it, “he’s had enough, child.”

“But-” my words died in my throat as Kira returned. Her eyes were dry and her bu had been redone, but the tell-tale scent of cigarette smoke lingered as she went to looked at Ilya, 

“I cannot stem the haemorrhaging while he keeps seizing” she calmly explained while checking his vitals, “he has both cardiac and pulmonary injuries that I might’ve been able to repair, but I would first need to treat the head injury to prevent the seizures, which isn’t possible here while the haemorrhaging remains uncontrolled. There’s nothing more I can do.”

“Alright,” Amicia whispered, wiping the tears from her eyes, “thank you anyway.”

Pogue went to stand beside Kira, taking Ilya’s hand, “will it hurt?”

“He’s unconscious,” Kira said and crossed her arms, “but the process could take a while. The body fights until the very end and there’s a possibility he will wake. It might be kinder too…” she looked at Eteri. The Ilvarjo woman nodded. 

“Kinder to what?” Amicia asked, startling backwards when Eteri removed the pillow from the office chair, “no.”

“He won’t feel anything, Your Highness.”

“No,” Amicia shouted, “what kind of healer are you? You’re supposed to heal my Ilvarjo, not kill them. There must be something else we can try. What about my mages?”

“You’re Highness,” Eteri’s tone invited no interruption, “I was the one who delivered him. I have cared for him from his first breath. If there was anything else to be done, I would do it, but you know that none of the mages are trained to heal. It’s forbidden, but even if it wasn’t, he wouldn’t thank you for doing it. It would calcify his lungs. Keeping him alive means nothing if he will live in agony.”  

“But he’s Ilvarjo. He has the energy reserves to withstand the healing.” 

“Not in this state, Your Highness,” Eteri said and held the pillow out, “but he belongs to you. If you’d prefer he passes naturally, your decision will be respected.”        

Kira grunted, but Amicia ignored her as she stared at the pillow and her head, “no.”

“I’ll do it.”  

We all turned to Pogue. His face was pale, making both the blue of his eyes and the red of his tear-stained cheeks pop. Seemingly unable to unclench his right fist or remove his left from Ilya’s hand, he motioned for the Pillow. Amicia got to it first and held it to her chest, “Pogue-”

“No, Amicia,” he said and tried to snatch it away from her. She held tightly, and a strained sob escaped Pogue’s lips, “he’s at peace. I don’t want him in no pain. Please, let me do this.”

“Fine,” Amicia cried and shoved the pillow towards him, “do whatever you want, but I’m not going to stand here and watch you kill him.” She turned on her heels and stormed out the door. Eteri sighed and leaned down to whisper something in Ilya’s ear before kissing his forehead. Straightening up, she patted Pogue’s arm before going after Amicia. 

“Listen to me,” Kira said once the door has closed, “if you’re going to do this, you cannot half-ass it. You’ll have to be firm and cut off all airways.”

“I know,” Pogue let go of Ilya’s hand and leaned over to gently press his lips to his, “I’m sorry. I love you,” he whispered and lowered the pillow, but hesitated. Fresh tears caressed his checks and he fell to his knees by the bedside, “I can’t do it. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

Kira said something, but whether it was insulting or comforting, I couldn’t tell. Somehow the pillow had found its way into my hands and I lowered it, doing what had to be done. It took some time, some shaking. Somebody was speaking into my ear, but it wasn’t audible over the deafening thump of my heart. Eventually, they stopped talking, which I was thankful until a sharp pain shot through my ear.

“Are you deaf?” my mum’s voice hissed, “that’s enough. He’s dead.”

Dead. There one moment, gone the next. It felt as if the world was stripped of oxygen, but I heard Pogue and that when I knew it wasn’t only wolves who made sad sounds at the moon.








  
  Twenty

  
  
  Frigophobia
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Fear of the cold




The blood was still wet on the marble floor as I ran my finger through it. It wasn’t fair. What had I done that caused the Deities to hate me so much? The pressure boiled from my chest, flooding my body, and pacing around was doing little to relieve it. I climbed up three steps and jumped, the thick crimson causing me to slip upon landing. I put my hand down to prevent myself from falling. It came up wet and cold and red, but what did it matter when I was already coated in the stuff? I stomped my foot and it squelched nauseatingly. The pressure exploded. Every curse I knew flew past my lips, and even a few I made up on the spot. This was the Deities cathedral, but they hadn’t been there. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t!

“Kilco?”

There was too much blood at my feet. I spun around, fists clenched and ready to pounce on whoever it was, enemy or not. It was Pogue, his eyes tear-stained and hollow, yet the blue magnificent even in their darkness. I moaned, “What are you doing here? You’re not supposed to be here.” 

“This is my home,” he replied quietly. I forced my fists down. I couldn’t punch him. He took my hand and wiped it against the material of his pants, “sorry you had to be here. See that.”

His voice had sounded so haunted like he’d aged a decade in a matter of hours. And it wasn’t his fault, not at all. I looked straight ahead towards the door, “it’s okay.”

“But it’s not,” he rubbed furiously at his eyes, “will you stay with me?”

Anytime. He need not even ask. 

With my hand still in his, Pogue led me back into the cathedral. Nothing had changed, yet it appeared so foreign. Maybe it was the rising sun breaking through the cracks in the wood to dim the lights of the fae nursery. Maybe it was just me. The waterfall ran softly, too soothingly, as we sat at its edge. Pogue had gathered up Ilya’s weapons and placed them on the moulding. I reached for the blue sword, allowing my fingers to sink into its velvet.

 That night was going to be yet another event that would split my life in two. Before Ilya and after… Something splashed in the water and a red ball of soaped fur peeked up over the pool’s edge with giant brown eyes. Pogue growled and balled up his fists. The squirrel’s eyes widened, and it scattered out of the pool before disappearing into the shadows. Pogue moved to stand, but I grabbed his leg, “don’t. It’s not hurting anybody.”

“He knows what he’s doing, and he knows he’s meant to mind his own business,” Pogue’s voice grew louder with each word, but he remained sitting, his hands clenching and unclenching in his lap. We sat in silence, the running water speaking what words couldn’t say. Birds swooped between the branches above, and small critters squealed as they scattered about in the new morning light. Where had they been before, in the dead of the night?

“Oh, here,” Pogue said suddenly as he pulled the Kaori dagger from his bandolier, “found this. Thought you’d want it back.” The blade’s warmth tingled my hand soothingly. I dropped it. It clattered to the floor and Pogue stared at it emotionlessly while wiping his nose on his sleeve. 

“This was my favourite place when I was a kid,” he sniffed, “the water runs all the way from the nest, through the Armoury, and out to Lake Cygnus. It made me feel part of Ascot, even though I never left the tree. Made me feel safe,” It wasn’t too safe when Sedna was holding Ilya beneath the water, but I didn’t dare tell Pogue that. Not then, not ever. He took a shuddered breath, “anyways, that just something else taken by this war. Orden and my armourers used to tell me stories about the world, and I thought I was so lucky because I didn’t have to be out there. They never warned me that death doesn’t care who’s good, needed or loved,” he took the blue sword from my hands, “this sword is called Kazia. It belonged to Ilya’s dad. He was one of my armourers, you know?”   

“No,” I said, still clasping the sword’s hilt. 

“Yeah,” Pogue muttered and let go, “that doesn’t shock me. Ilya does…didn’t like talking about him, but he was a good armourer. A good person. And like Ilya, it’s my fault he died.”

“It wasn’t your fault,” I said, unsure of which claim I was disputing. 

“But it was,” Pogue said, “I was meant to be awake that night, meant to be on guard, but I fell asleep. When Bindy woke me I just ran. I didn’t even try and warn nobody. Just ran.”

“You were fourteen.”

Pogue sniffed and shook his head, “Doesn’t matter. I’m the Shield. To protect is my job and I failed. Now the Deities are punishing me for being a coward. Ilya is gone, Amicia hates me, and you likely think I’m bad too.” He continued to sniff, but it wasn’t enough to hide his tears. I looked down at my blood-stained hands. Why had nobody ever told me what to do? Comforting was as vital to my job as courage was to his. I scoffed. We were both losers. Rubbing my hands together, I placed them on Pogue’s cheeks. Tears dripped upon them and the dam that he’d hid behind broke. His sobs broke me in places I thought were paralysed, and my eyes began to swell. I shook my head. I hadn’t cried in four years and wasn’t about to start. No, couldn’t start or my eyes would never dry again. The sound needed to stop, and so, I pressed my lips to his.   

What happened next was as horrible as I remembered. I wanted to cry out, demand that he stop, but was unable to silence that sick and brazenly curious part of me that craved to endure pain. And every second Pogue was inside was agony. He’d thrust forward, and my entire body would tense until my head felt faint. But still I bit my tongue. For Ilya had loved Pogue, and it wasn’t fair, so like a toddler admit a storm, I clenched my eyes shut and drifted far away. Tears wet my eyelids and I dared to peek at his face: red from crying and exertion, but serene as if in a state of ecstasy. That made the pain worth it. Pogue’s body trembled then, and he quivered, bringing an invasion of heat that made me tense further as he collapsed, panting heavily. 

We remained like that for a time, positioned together as the world so inconsiderably moved forward with no consideration to our wants or pain. But there was no more sobbing as dawn broke. I ran my fingers through Pogue’s hair, and he pushed himself up, fresh tears wetting his eyes as he looked down at my face. Then he was standing, replacing his pants and weaponry. He hesitated at Ilya’s weapons, fingers pausing over them before shuttering, then, without touching them at all, he stormed away. 

I stayed long after the echo if the door closing was but a distant memory, too afraid to stand least that sticky feeling drip further down my legs. A fluffy face appeared over mine, chubby cheeks puffing out as the squirrel’s eyes narrowed as if judging. Moaning, I took the Erebus sword and rested its cold blade against my flushed neck. For hang me dead, even the local wildlife had better moral judgement than I.  

Nobody explained why the mirrors had to be covered, but under the threat of high treason covered they remained in the three days following Ilya’s death. Not that Amicia would’ve known had the sheets been removed, having locked herself in her suite with Ilya’s uniform and refusing to see anybody other than Pogue or Heston. And given the rumours which plagued the morning, I doubted the later was welcome any longer. Doctor Kira had needed to sedate her.  

Sighing, I looked away from the mirror and turned my attention back to the soaped floor. Kira had been using the task of biohazard clean-up as a passive-aggressive punishment since I was old enough not to mistake chemicals for fruit punch. The odour of congealed blood and ammonia didn’t bother me. It was just part of the job. Except the blood covering that particular floor was on my hands, but what choice was there? It wasn’t like the Ilvarjo could scrub the office clean themselves. Not when… 

I threw down the spatula and stood, shivering in the artificially cold air while staring at my hands. Us in the know were forbidden to speak a word of Ilya’s death until Lady Ilana could be found and informed, but nobody seemed to know precisely where she was. It was bullshit. If she cared, she would’ve been there. If she cared Ilya wouldn’t still be laying in the same office he’d died in, already rotting. Oh, one of the court mages had been tasked with keeping the room cool, but the already humid forest was only getting warmer as Summer fast approached. With nothing but learnt magic and canvas keeping the elements at bay, it was becoming increasingly apparent that not every bruise marking Ilya’s skin could be blamed on Sedna’s rough treatment. I turned from the desk, not wanting to see him like that.

The two swords, Erebus and Kazia, sat abandoned on a cabinet in the corner, exactly where I had placed them that night after…well, just after. They were unmarked, beautiful, homeless. Where would they go now? Kazia was Ilya’s ancestral sword. Erebus was something else entirely. I unsheathed the sword, it’s unusual metal glimmering in the light. No part of me that believed in the tale of the soul living behind its glow, but I wanted to more than anything, for that was proof that there was something beyond the after.

Erebus slipped from my fingers as the door opened. Pogue didn’t appear to notice. As if in a trance, he shuffled inside, not even glancing my way as Erebus thudded atop the dagger belt. He simply walked to Ilya’s side and stared down at the desk chair, at the bloody pillow which had been placed back upon it, before covering Ilya’s hand with his own. He kissed each colourless finger and whispered “Hi.”

My stomach clenched. Pogue hadn’t spoken to me sinc—in three days. Each time we saw one another around camp his face would pale and off he’d run in the opposite direction before I could even call for him to wait. He blamed me for what happened to Ilya. That much was obvious, and I couldn’t begrudge him. I just hoped in time he could forgive me, but it wouldn’t be there in that office, with Ilya cold and still. It felt intrusive to stand there and watch where my presence wasn’t welcome, and since my nose was already broken, I didn’t want what had happened to Heston to happen to me. I started sliding my feet towards the door and managed to make it there unseen, but when I pulled the handle a loud creak broke the silence. I involuntarily cringed, but Pogue made not a sound. Maybe he was too dazed to hear. Maybe-

“What are you doing?”

-Not. I turned to face the music, but Pogue didn’t look angry. He didn’t look happy. He didn’t look anything at all. I tried to smile but could feel the lopsided angled expression that graced my lips instead, “Hello.”

My voice came out unusually high-pitched, and he frowned, “sorry, I didn’t see you-”

“That’s okay,” I said quickly, “I was only cleaning the floor. I’ll come back later.”

“Oh, right,” Pogue looked at the hand that covered Ilya’s, “that makes sense, but you don’t gotta go. It’s my fault you’re scared of me, so I’ll go. Sorry for getting in your way.”

It was my turn to frown. I wasn’t scared of him. I wasn’t scared of anything. He had been the one avoiding me. I shook my head, “I’m not going because of you, I just don’t want to intrude.”

“You could never intrude,” he said and looked back down. I glanced over at the blades one last time before tiptoeing to his side. Kira had stitched up the hole in Ilya’s chest and cleaned the blood from his face. If I didn’t look too closely it was almost enough to convince myself that he was only sleeping. Pogue gave me a small smile, “I like him like this.”

“Dead?”

Pogue chuckled dryly and shook his head, “He looks peaceful. More peaceful than when he was alive. He always looked agitated, or tired, or had no feeling at all,” he smoothed out a section of Ilya’s hair that was clumped by blood, “you know, I can count on my hands how many times I saw him smile. I wish we got to see him like this alive.”

“Yeah,” I muttered because Ilya didn’t look peaceful to me. He looked like he had suffered a slow and agonizing demise. I gently stroked his cheek, afraid his skin would break at my touch, but it was only cold and dead. It was wrong to touch him. I didn’t want to disturb him anymore.

“I heard you punched Heston’s face in,” I said to distract myself.  

“I did,” Pogue rubbed his hands over his own face with a gravelly sigh, “he kept saying that keeping Ilya here until we find Ilana was a waste of energy, that we should bury him at the Armoury with everyone else. That was bad enough, because all the Ilvarjo are buried at the catacombs in Goonawarra Valley. Ilya deserves that more than anybody, but when Amicia told Heston that he said that we couldn’t sacrifice the camp security for someone who has passed away, especially not,” Pogue’s fists clenched and growled under his breath, “a blood-eyes. So I punched the old man in the face. I don’t feel bad about it neither.” 

He chuckled again. The sound rattled through my cerebellum and directly into my core. I couldn’t believe he wasn’t crying. “How are you so accepting?” I asked.        

The laughter died abruptly, and he looked at me, hand still cupping his mouth, “I’m not, I’m just over being sad. Ilya wouldn’t want us being sad.”

“At least he wouldn’t want you to be sad. He really loved you,” I said.

“And I loved him,” Pogue retook Ilya’s hand and kissed it “still love him. Now and forever. We were meant to save Ascot together. Now I don’t know who’s gonna do it.”

I turned to him and raised a brow, “what’s that supposed to mean?”

“What you think it does,” he shrugged, “I’m leaving.” 

Leaving? leaving…The word replayed over and over in my mind, but I couldn’t make sense of it, the syllables seeming too big for comprehension, “but you’re the Shield.”

“Not a very good one,” Pogue snorted, “if I can’t save the one I love then who can I save?”

“But…where would you go?”

He sunk deeper into the chair and tossed the pillow to the floor like it was a shit encrusted sewer rat, “first to find the Morrigan and kill it, then who knows? Just far from Ascot.” 

Leaving. Far from Ascot. The Shield? I shook my head, “but you can’t.”

“Sure I can. I’ve beaten it once before, I can do it again,” he glanced at me, and his eyes narrowed, “unless you don’t think I should kill the Morrigan?”

“Of course I think you should,” I said, offended he would think I didn’t want to annihilate it as much as he did. Even more so. After all, I was the one who had witnessed what it had done in its entirety, “but who will protect Ascot if you leave?”

“Someone better,” he exclaimed and leaned over Ilya’s body, resting his head on the dead boy’s chest. He shouldn’t have done that, the wound beneath the linen shirt not sturdy enough to support too much weight without collapsing inwards, but I couldn’t move my mouth to tell him that. Pogue inhaled deeply and leaned up, “I’m no good at being the Shield, Kilco. I’ve done bad things in the Deities name, and they’re gonna keep punishing me for it if I stay. Everyone will suffer. That’s why I’ve gotta go. For Ascots’ sake.” 

Ah. He was sad after all, just keeping it inside as irrational self-hatred that would eat him alive if allowed. I wouldn’t allow it. Not there, with Ilya not yet in the ground. I punched his shoulder, “Get over yourself, the Deities aren’t punishing you. You don’t do bad things, but you will if you don’t pull yourself together. Remember how upset you were when Ilya went missing? You didn’t run away then. You went to Lake Cygnus and defeated the Warlocks. You cleansed the water. Had you run away, all the villages would be dependent right now. Their lives would be ruined. You saved them. Does that sound like punishment to you?”

“Stop,” he groaned, “you weren’t there. You didn’t see what I did.”

“So tell me,” I said. Pogue sunk further into the chair, cupping his hands over his mouth while staring at Ilya. He drummed his fingers against his nose, and I huffed, turning towards the door, “fine, don’t tell me, just know that I think you’re a coward. A selfish coward who doesn’t deserve to be the Shield. Leave. See if I care. I’m not Ascotian anyway.”

“I made a deal with the Warlock.”

I stopped in my tracks, unsure that I’d heard him correctly, “with who?”

“The Warlock,” Pogue repeated. Yep, that’s who I thought he’d said, “the one who was poisoning the lake. There was only one Warlock there, the rest were Blackbriar mages. Blackbriar idiots. They didn’t even set up any lookouts, so it was easy to slip into their tents and slit their throats while they slept, but the Warlock,” he dropped his hands from his face and swallowed slowly, looking like he was about to hurl, “he lept up as soon I stepped into his tent. I don’t think he was ever sleeping. He challenged me to a fair fight. A Warlock, can you believe it?” No, I couldn’t, “he fought fair too. He was so powerful and would’ve beaten me hands down in minutes if not for my sword. My sword, it’s not a normal-”

“It’s the Casteel sword, I know,” I said, waving my hand. 

Pogue looked up and scowled, but cleared his throat and continued, “well, the Casteel sword reflects magical energy. I don’t know why or how, but apparently it does. It bounced all the Warlocks’ attacks back at him. It saved my life. The Warlock was so impressed that he surrendered. Actually surrendered. I was meant to kill him like the others. Maybe more than the others, because he was the one actually doing the poisoning, but then he offered to reverse it. He was so powerful and honourable, so I thought why not make a deal? He could keep his life if he helped me find Ilya and bring him back.”

“And?”

“Don’t you get it?” Pogue exclaimed and jumped up. He moved over to the swords and picked Kazia up tightly, taking a deep breath “I let a dangerous Warlock live because I was selfish. That’s not what the Shield does. That’s why the Deities are punishing me.”

 “Saving somebody’s life is never selfish.”

“Maybe not, but he didn’t even do that,” Pogue growled and turned to me, his hands shaking, “by the time we figured out where Ilya was, and Pierous opened a window to the Umbra to take a look it was too late. Somebody was already shoving Ilya back into this realm. So really, I let an enemy live just to hitch a ride to the landing area.”

He looked up as if searching my face for some form of judgement, but there was none to be found for my face was frozen, “Pierous?”

Pogue frowned, “you know him?”

That was one way to put it. I shook my head, “you said he opened a window to the Umbra?”   

“Yeah, why?”

At least one fight broke out every year during the annual conference of the magical arts in Bethany because the mages could never agree on whether such magic was even possible. It was taboo. Had such rituals ever existed they were lost to the ages, and to date, nobody, mage or Warlock, had publicly admitted to successfully replicating them in any meaningful way. The one thing universally agreed upon was that realm jumping would require unprecedented energy resources to accomplish. There weren’t small enough words to explain that to Pogue though, so I simply shrugged, “such magic would take lots of energy is all.”

“Well believe me, Pierous has loads. He’s over three-hundred years old,” Pogue said. He’d have to be. Unless he was a natural warlock. I wasn’t sure which possibility was worse. 

Walking back over to Ilya, I placed my fingers against his lips. No air, hot or cold, caressed them, but I hadn’t expected it to. Pierous. If the Warlock was both powerful and knowledgeable enough to open a door into another realm, maybe he also knew other forms of forbidden magic. Dark magic. And technically speaking, he still owed Pogue a favour. “Where is Pierous now?”

“I dunno,” Pogue said and walked to my side, “he was being held in the mages workshop downstairs, but Commander Ramsey moved him somewhere more permanent.”

“Hmm,” I parted Ilya’s lips. So cold and devoid of life. Like Sedna in their cage.

“Kilco,” Pogue said slowly, “whatever you’re thinking, unthink it. Not even Amicia knows where he’s kept, only Ramsey, and he was so angry that I brought him back he won’t say.”

“He doesn’t need to,” I said and smirked at Pogue, “I already know. Pierous told me.”   
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Fear of slime




“Are you sure this is the right door?” I asked for what must’ve been the tenth time in as many minutes.  Pogue sighed wearily and placed his hands on his hips. For somebody who spoke so confidently, he certainly didn’t look too sure of himself. He glanced at me and then back to the circular door we were standing in front of. It was the smallest one in the Armoury’s cathedral hall, and even the mosaics decorating it seemed more chipped than any others. I crossed my own arms over my chest, “are you sure, because it doesn’t look like it gets much use?”

“Of course I’m sure, this is my home,” he grinned brightly and reached for the handle, “you were expecting something else, huh?” I was expecting skulls and crossbones. Something that screamed about the danger the door supposedly hid. I wasn’t expecting a door that looked like little more than a broom closet. Pogue’s grin grew brighter, “it’s not fancy or nothing because fancy doors are made to attract attention. The cages don’t need no more attention.” With a small laugh Pogue tugged on the handle. It didn’t move an inch. The grin fell from his face.

 “Again, are you certain?” I asked.

“Yes,” he exclaimed, and pulled again. The door creaked under his violent motion but remained stuck. Pogue gave it a kick and turned me with a pathetic, almost pleading look, “it’s the right door. I know it is. It’s meant to be open. Doors are only locked here when…” 

That animalistic growl erupted from his throat, and turned on his heels, sprinting towards one the larger doors. I threw up my hands and called after him, but he didn’t stop as he reached for the door handle. That one didn’t resist as he ripped it open, and disappeared inside, and with little other choice, I chased after him.

It was a steep wooden staircase, the handrails made of thick roots of a flowering gourd that twisted through the bark walls with life. Looking up, I couldn’t see a roof, or even where the staircase ended, but I could see Pogue three flights ahead of me. Taking three steps at a time, his movements unfaltering with a speed I could never match. On instinct, I called to him, and on instinct, he appeared to pause, looking back as if he couldn’t recognize me. As if frozen in place, he stood there as I struggled to take the stairs to him as quickly as possible, my chest overwhelmed by the scent of rose high in the air. Pogue’s daze seemed to break as I set foot on his staircase, and he blinked rapidly, frowning as he reached out to me. Even through the leather of his gloves his hand felt cold.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I said through panting breaths, “why wouldn’t I be?”

“Because you’re not meant to be here,” he said and lifted his foot to continue, but the moment he did a red ball of fur fell upon the step in front of him, extending a tiny paw out in a poor imitation of a power-hungry perimeter guard.

“Stop.”

Immediately I did. The squirrel had spoken but considering everything that had happened in the previous three days that didn’t particularly shock me. After all, we were in the Armoury. There was a fae nursery in the hall, mythical monsters in the bowels, and a human sword in the nest. Of course the squirrel could speak, but the voice it had spoken in had been deep and buttery. It wouldn’t have sounded out of place coming from the mouth of the Royal announcer. It did sound out of place coming from an adorable ball of fluff with cheeks squishy enough to smush. The voice that sounded so inherently comforting became uncanny when spoken from a button-shaped mouth, and I couldn’t help but openly gawk. Pogue seemed less impressed.

“Get out of my way, Ratatoskr.”  

“No can do, Pogo,” the squirrel knocked his tiny fists together, “Mr Blessed one doesn’t want your company right now.”      

“What?” Pogue looked taken aback, “why not?”

“Didn’t say,” Ratatoskr sniffed, his long and abnormally puffed ears twitching as he turned those deep, beautiful eyes on me, “girl, didn’t your mother ever teach you that it’s rude to stare?” I nodded but didn’t remove my eyes from his adorable little face for a moment. If my fists hadn’t been so tightly clenched I wouldn’t have been able to resist reaching out to bop his nose. The squirrel tutted, voice jarring in comparison to his form, “then you should know better than to keep gawking at me like I’m a fish out of water.”

Fish out of water? What a stupid analogy. The Mariquil were normal, Ratatoskr was not. Still, I nodded dumbly, “I’m trying.”

“Well try harder,” he leapt onto the handrail to get a closer look, “who are you anyway?”

“Kilco.”

“Kilco?” Ratatoskr scoffed, “what sorta name is Kilco? Don’t answer that, I don’t care. Why’d you bring titty sprinkles with you anyways, Pogo?” 

Pogue groaned and raked a hand through his hair, “don’t call her that. It’s rude.”

“It’s only rude if it ain’t true, and she’s hardly a boulder jugs, is she?” Ratatoskr skirted over to the opposite side, “you definitely like ‘em young and bony, Pogo. Your pet blood-eyes could use with a good feasting too.” he leapt back onto the step and shook his head, his ears bouncing all the while majestically, “anyway, that ain’t my business. What is my business is why you’re here, so tell me, what do you want this time?”

Pogue’s face bunched up, “why do you always think I want something?”

“Well, when was the last time you visited without wanting something?” Ratatoskr asked.  

Pogue blushed and stomped his feet, “sorry, I’ve been real busy lately,” he sighed and rubbed his hands over his face, “but I got some bad news. Ilya… died three days ago.”

“Who?” Ratatoskr asked then puffed out his cheeks when Pogue snarled, “down boy. Alric’s runt. I already knew that. You know nothing happens here that I don’t know about,” he looked at me with something akin to a mischievous glint, “nothing at all.” The gleam passed as quickly as it had come, and Ratatoskr turned back to Pogue, his nose twitching, “for what it’s worth, I’m sorry about your little friend. I only met him that once, but he seemed like an okay kid. Took himself way too serious like his ma, but okay.”

“Thanks,” Pogue muttered. A moment of silence passed before he cleared his throat, posture straightening as he met Ratatoskr’s eye, “but that’s not why I’m here. I’m not here to see Orden either.”

The squirrel’s eyes widened as he tipped his head to the side, “the Shield isn’t here for guidance from the Sword or to indulge in some home fries? Interesting.”

Pogue stood up taller, “I want to talk to Pierous the Immortal.”

“Even more interesting,” Ratatoskr shook his head, “but the inner sanctum is locked.”

“I know Ratr,” Pogue sighed, “that’s why I’m here. Pierous is the only one who can help me: I need to talk to him. I know you won’t help for free, but you owe me a favour.” 

Ratatoskr’s nose twitched as he huffed, “Since when do I owe you a favour?”

“Since you started that poker ring in the lower cages and got Nidhogg-”

“Ay hey! Not so loud,” Ratatoskr scattered onto Pogue’s shoulder to flick his earlobe, “you know the roots have these. Okay, you’ve pulled on my heartstrings. I’ll help you, so long as you promise to forget all about that little misadventure into entrepreneurship.”   

“Forgot what?” Pogue said and zipped his lips. 

Ratatoskr scoffed and puffed out his cheek. At first, I thought it was in annoyance at the Shields childishness, but he then began to shuffle and stick his paw inside his mouth before withdrawing an ornate brass key with a wet pop. I raised my brows, “You keep keys inside your mouth?”

“Where else do you suggest I keep them? Nature’s pocket. Snort ‘em up my nose perhaps?” I wasn’t sure how to answer such a question, but Ratatoskr didn’t seem interested in one as he shook his head and leapt from Pogue’s shoulder to dash down the barrister with surprising agility. 

Trying to follow him was like following a red blur as he led us back to the Cathedral, and using his bushy tail, catapulted himself into a tiny hidey hole atop the circular door. A minute ticked by with nothing but the chirping of birds and running of the waterfall. I looked to Pogue, wondering if the pesky rodent had abandoned us, but he put his finger in front of his nose with a frown. And so, I remained silent. Another minute passed, then another, until finally there was the slightest sound of scratching from behind the door, which was followed by a loud click before the door was swung open with more force than was perhaps necessary. It slammed into its neighbour with a bang as Ratatoskr lodged himself off the inside handle and landed with a graceful summersault. He straightened up with a dramatic bow, making puny clapping sounds with his paws. Pogue joined in with equal enthusiasm as I glanced around the Cathedral, convinced it was all some big cosmic prank, only to find we were alone. 

“Thank you, thank you,” Ratatoskr said with one final bow. Chuckling nervously, he quickly took his place on Pogue’s shoulder and leaned in close, “there’s just one small thing you should probably know before heading down there.”   

“What is it?” Pogue said in a tone more serious than a talking squirrel warranted.

Ratatoskr made a smacking sound with his mouth, “the inner sanctum has changed a bit since you last went down there. That’s why it’s locked. The Morrigan might of opened some of the other cages on its way out. Or maybe somebody else did by accident. It’s all a bit fuzzy.”   

“I see,” Pogue said slowly. He looked at me for a long moment before shrugging, “well, I got the Casteel sword. If we run into any nasties down there, I’ll clean them all up. No worries.” 

“Oh good, I was hoping you’d say that,” Ratatoskr nodded enthusiastically, “some final words just in case you do make it: that Warlock is insufferable. Unlike me, he won’t help you outta the goodness of his heart, and there’s only so much somebody in his position can ask for. Think hard before you agree to any of his demands. Warlocks are very sneaky.”

“Don’t worry Ratr,” Pogue said as he shooed the squirrel off his shoulder, “I’m the Shield of Ascot, I know what I’m doing.” He said that with so much confidence that it filled my heart with dread. 

With bated breath, I watched as Pogue stepped into the all-consuming darkness that awaited on the opposite side of the door. Then it was my turn. The air inside smelt like drought-ridden dirt and burning eucalyptus. It tasted stale, leaving a gritty that coated my tongue. But there could be no turning back. Still looking over my shoulder, I stepped over the threshold. The atmosphere was instantly different; colder and humid. No sooner had my foot stepped inside than Ratatoskr had leapt back on the doorknob with a sinister glint in his beady eyes.







The inner sanctum wasn’t dark, it was nothingness. It was being captured within my own head, and there was no worse place to be than there. I took a deep breath and held out my arms, hoping to find anything to tell me where was where and who was who? It couldn’t be that hard to guess. But it was cold down there, the overwhelming heat and humidity of a forest so nearby sucked out by an endless quilt that penetrated my bones and prickled my skin in a layer of sweat that no mere water would ever wash off. The illusion was rough, but so was I, and the constant mutterings of the Shield behind me kept the others at bay. 

“Light, light, gotta get some light.”

I wasn’t alone in my head because he was there too, right behind me…behind me? Frowning, I spun in the direction of Pogue’s voice. He couldn’t have been behind me. Again, I reached out in an attempt to orientate myself, and again there was nothing. Where were the walls that had been so constrictive? Pogue was muttering, but in the complete opposite direction than before. In front? Behind? I couldn’t guess. It seemed every time I turned, he would too, his voice echoing all around. My heartbeat painfully in my chest, “Pogue?” 

Silence. Nothing. I held my bag close. It contained nothing but water and stolen healing goods, but right then it was my only salvation from madness. The only thing that existed to assure me that I was still alive in a physical plane. “Pogue?” my voice echoed. 

A blue orb appeared in front of my face. Its flame was so bright in the darkness that I had to close my eyes, least it burned my retinas. When I opened them again Pogue’s worried face was inches from mine, “What’s the matter?” he asked, “your breathing is all funny.” 

“I didn’t know where you went.”

“I’ve been two steps that way,” he tipped his head to my left with a laugh, “don’t worry, it’s just the tree playing games with you. It’s a right old trickster, but you can’t blame it. You’d get bored too, standing in the same place for thousands of years.”

“Right,” I muttered and looked around as my eyes adjusted to the light. We weren’t in the corridor we had entered in. There were no walls at all, at least, none that I could see from the large wooden podium we were standing upon. Frayed rope bridges darted off it in every direction. Surely we hadn’t crossed one of them? I would’ve felt it swaying if we had, yet there was no other way to have arrived where we were. More bridges stretched high above, but I couldn’t see any roof or end to the void. I cautiously moved closer to where Pogue was leaning against a wooden handrail and looked over. Several thick columns of water fell like stoneless waterfalls to meet in a faraway pool of glowing orange. It was the only thing visible that wasn’t illuminated by Pogue’s blue orb.

 “What is that?” I asked. 

“Dunno,” Pogue held out the orb and squinted over the ledge, “that’s never been there before.”

“Hmm,” I grunted and looked at the light in his hands, “you never said you knew magic,”

“Orden thought it was a good life skill,” he explained, opening and closing his palm while smiling, “I ain’t no mage, but I know a few tricks. I mean, it gets dark in here, and it is a tree. Torches aren’t the smartest of ideas.”

“Fair enough,” I said and grabbed the railing. The wood was moist and spongy, and as I leaned over to peer deeper into the glowing abyss it began to crack. My entire hand sunk into the rotting wood and something slimy and alive immediately slivered over my wrist. Pogue laugher roared over the pouring water as I jumped backwards. “It’s not funny,” I shouted.

“It’s a little funny,” he said.

“It’s not,” I exclaimed, wiping my hand on my dress, “this entire place is a death trap.”

“Ah, it’s not that bad.”

No sooner had the final word left his mouth than a deafening bang came from below as if the tree itself had fallen off its roots. Pogue at least had the decency to gingerly rake a hand through his hair when I pointedly glared at him. Cautious to avoid the pest infestation, I looked over the railing once more, “So, how do we get to the Ivory cage?

“Depends,” Pogue said as he copied my position, “you want the fast or slow way?”

“Fast would be best,” I said while squinting at the orange glow. It was so odd, appearing almost to be pulsating, “I assume that orb drains your energy and—hey, what do you think you’re doing?!” Pogue had wrapped one hand behind my knees as the other supported my back as he scooped me up bridal style. My eyes widened, realization of what he was planning flooding my senses as he held me out over the railing, “Pogue, put me down.”

He shook his head, not even flinching as my heel connected with his cheek, “I promise it’s not as far down as it looks.”

“I’m not blind, I can see how far down it is,” I said, my voice annoyingly high-pitched, “put me down, or I swear I’ll-”

Pogue dropped me. 

The orbs blue light disappeared before my eyes as I fell through the windless darkness. I didn’t scream as my body relaxed, allowing gravity to take me. It wasn’t how I wanted to go, but it was too late, and there were worse ways to go. At least it would be quick, over in seconds once my body hit the water.

Except it didn’t.

There was an audible squelch as my back collided with something cold and gelatinous. It immediately began sinking under my weight. I opened my eyes, only to close them again as my senses were overcome by an all-consuming orange glow. Digging my hands into my mattress, I pulled up a handful. Small and beadlike, the glow came from an orange core that was pulsating within a translucent jelly. There must have been millions of them, possibly even billions. Somebody was calling my name in the distance, but I paid them no heed as I burst a bead between two fingers. Like yolk from an egg, orange goo dripped down my arm. The glow faded until there was nothing but a clear, sticky annoyance. Odd indeed.

A sudden yodel from above snapped me out of stupor before it disappeared into the fluorescent ocean behind me with a heavy splat. Pogue’s head shot up several seconds later, “Blah, salty,” he whined as he spat out a mouthful of beads.

“Don’t talk to me.” I hissed as he sloshed his way over.

“Why? What did I do?” he asked without pausing.

“What did you do?” Spit flew from my mouth as I exploded, “why did you toss me?”

“You said take the shortcut.”

“I said to take the short way.”

“Exactly.”

There really was nothing in that gorgeous head of his. Beauty, brawn, but no brains. That was Ascot’s Shield. I crossed my arms and huffed, “Whatever, let’s just get out of here and find Pierous. These beads give me the creeps.”

“Relax,” Pogue said with a smile as he waded past, “it’s only the tree playing tricks again.”

The beads shifted around us, sending waves knocking into our backs. I growled under my breath, “you just had to open your mouth, didn’t you?”

Pogue lowered his head sheepishly as we made our way over towards a low-hanging edge with haste. It was too high up for me to pull myself up, and so I pressed my back against the wall and waited for Pogue to climb first. The beads continued to sway softly around my waist, the occasional wave breaking on the side. My eyes followed them as if magnetically attracted, hands clenching and unclenching as I silently prayed for Pogue to move his ass. A hand dangled in front of my face.

 “Coast is clear.” Grasping his forearm tightly, I found footage in the crumbling pool wall as Pogue pulled. 

Only for something to suction tightly around my right foot. My stomach plummeted, and I lashed out with my left foot, “Let go, let go.” Pogue’s grip on my arm immediately loosened, and I dug my nails into his bracer for dear life, “not you, idiot. Something has my foot.”

Sharp needles penetrated my flesh, sending a chorus of pain through my body. I cried out. Not like that. I didn’t want to die in a pool of goo, eaten by some unseen thing. Pogue wolfishly growled and dropped my arm. I slipped into the pool, head disappearing beneath the beads. Pogue was right, they were salty. Salty and fishy. The last thing I would ever experience. How pathetic. I struggled to wade upwards, but something from above pushed me back under. Something suspiciously hand-like. Then there was a blinding white light. My eyes were covered, my head submerged in beads, but still, it overwhelmed my senses. The pressure on my leg disappeared, only to be replaced by something planting itself between my legs and pushing me upwards. I cried out for a different reason, balling my fist to punch downwards and hit something hard and hairy.

“Ouch. Stop hitting my head.”

I opened my eyes to find myself sitting on Pogue’s shoulders, almost face-to-face with the ledge. Swallowing, I pulled myself onto it and turned around to pat Pogue’s head softly, “sorry.” My leg stung in the stale air. I looked down. Whatever had been in the water had taken a circular chunk from my thigh. It was no bigger than my fist, but it was deep, and a slimy yellow substance dripped out with my own blood. Cringing, I reached into my pack and pulled out a bandage and healing tonic to douse it with, praying to the Deities that would be enough to keep the inevitable infection at bay until I could clean it with something stronger. Pogue flopped down beside me, breathing heavily. In the unflattering glow, he looked sweaty and slightly green. 

“You alright?” I asked.

He nodded weakly, “It takes lots to call energy to the Casteel sword like that, and I haven’t really slept since…well, the past few days.” Running a hand over his face, Pogue sat up and looked at my leg with a hiss, “that looks bad. Are you gonna be alright to talk to Pierous?”

“I think I’ll manage,” I said and tied off the bandage, “what was that in the water?”

“Dunno, didn’t get a good look,” Pogue said and took three deep breaths before climbing to his feet, “but it was really big. Slimy,” he picked up the Casteel sword and wiped the yellow slime covering it on his pants before replacing it in the sheath. Pogue took another deep breath before holding out his hand with a lopsided smile, “come on then. The Ivory cage isn’t far.”  
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Fear of hair




Despite popular rumour, the Ivory cage wasn’t made of ivory. There was no bone incrustation, no walls made of polished tusk. In fact, it was black. Inky stone melted down the domed walls, causing the dripping of the water filling the room to echo with a hum that could drive anybody to madness. Thick wooden trunks consumed each corner, roots twisting unnaturally until they met in the centre of the cage to form a platform, upon which sat nothing but an uncomfortable-looking horned stone throne and an empty sword pedestal in the shadow of a small, leafy oak. The only thing left alive in that dank underworld. Fallen leaves and twigs had been dragged to its foot, giving fuel to a measly campfire, but that was it. There was no Pierous.  

“You said the Ivory cage, yeah?” Pogue asked as he ran from trunk to trunk, checking each hollow, “but there’s nobody here. You said he was here.”

“He said he was here,” I stammered. It was true. I remembered it clearly…didn’t I? I turned on the spot, looking for any movement, any sign of intelligent life, but there was nothing but the crackling of flames and the constant dripping. Nothing, except for the rustling of leaves. My head snapped upwards, just in time to spy something hairy fall from the oak tree and land on the platform behind me. On instinct, my elbow jutted backwards, only to be intercepted by something ice cold and fleshy. 

“Honestly you two,” a smooth voice spoke, “do you have any idea how easy it would’ve been for me to slaughter you just now? If you allow your emotions to get the better of you like that, you’ll lead very short lives.” 

I yanked my arm and the one holding it slowly released one finger at a time until I was free to turn and come face-to-face with…somebody. The voice had definitely been Pierous’, but the face was little more than a thick, black beard hanging halfway down his chest, split only by a toothy grin and sharp turquoise eyes that glittered with malice.

“What’s with all the hair?” I asked.

“Bit chilly in here, don’t you agree?” The grin grew to the point it appeared almost painful. He tapped his temple, “I need to keep the old oven warm. Don’t you like it, little Kilco?”

It was a big difference from the clean-shaven persona I had stumbled upon in the mages workshop. But it wasn’t just the hair. The face was different, the skin paler, but those eyes…oh, those eyes. Pogue appeared by my side, tipping his head as I shrugged, “Meh.”

“In that case, I shall change it.” Pierous fixed those predatorial eyes upon me. The faintest scent of cotton and frangipani washed over my senses, and then right before my eyes, the Warlock’s hair started to recede into his scalp. It reminded me of a doll I’d had as a child. His hair continued consuming itself until it was styled in a shaggy manner similar to Pogue’s, his face clean-shaven once more. Pierous winked at me, shit-eating grin still slapped across his face, “I can change my eye colour too,” he said and winked once more. When his left eye reopened, it was a deep brown colour, so starkly different to the vibrancy of its right twin. A simple glamour trick that any common street magician could master, but to perform it with such speed, with colours so spectacularly different…

“How do you do that?” I couldn’t resist asking. 

“When you live as long as I have you master a trick or two,” Pierous punctuated each word with another wink. Each time they reopened, his eyes were majestically different, but not even the brightest shade of magenta could breathe new life into his ice-cold gaze. 

“Can you stop?” Pogue asked, “you’re making me sick.”

“You’re no fun, Shield of Ascot,” Pierous said, eyes flashing purple one final time before he lowered his head. Upon looking up, his eyes had settled into a more natural shade of brown, “and here I thought you of all people would appreciate a little light display.”

“Well, I don’t.” 

“Evidently,” Pierous said and rubbed his hands together until the colour returned to his skin.

“Is that all you can do? Glamour?” I asked.

The Warlock’s head snapped towards me, face screwed up in disgust like I’d just pissed beneath his family hearth, “That’s most certainly not all I can do,” he spat, “ask your little boyfriend here to attest to my powers. Had it not been for that blessed blade of his, he wouldn’t have survived a minute of our first meeting.” Pierous slapped his hands together with a huff, “you should thank your Deities that the pointy one upstairs has reduced me to little more than a glorified fire dancer because I would’ve gladly shown you what true power is for asking such a ridiculous question, little Kilco.”       

“Speaking of fire,” I pointed towards the pathetic campfire, “open flame in a giant tree-”

“Is risky business, I know, but beats freezing my bollocks off,” Pierous sighed dramatically, “Besides, fire appears to be the only thing that keeps it away.”

“It?” Pogue asked. I held my breath and looked around. Incredibly, nothing burst inside.

Pierous pursed his lips, “surely you’ve heard it?”

Pogue and I looked at each other. The Armoury was loud. Things banged and splashed constantly, birds chirped, and the cries of other unseen animals echoed all around, but the inner sanctum had been almost entirely still with very few signs of life at all. I glanced at Pierous from the corner of my eye. His stared back intently, soulless as a hungry shark. That was a dangerous man. He was down in that cage for a reason. His word couldn’t be trusted, he would do anything to escape the Ivory prison, he would-   

There it was. A haunting, low-pitched hum that was almost like a whale song, only throatier. Pierous stomped the wooden platform three times, and it silenced, “hear it now?”

“What was that?” Pogue asked. 

“That was it,” Pierous said before groaning when Pogue covered his eyes, “I’m not entirely certain what it is, alright? It’s been banging around since my arrival. It almost broke through earlier, so suffice to say it’s becoming a bit concerning.” He looked between our faces almost expectantly before throwing up his hands and stalking to the throne, flinging himself down in a heap, “I see you’re not here for my review on this darling accommodation, so say what you came to say and get out already.”   

Pogue shot me with those puppy dog eyes, but I shrugged and turned away. It was his favour to call. He stomped his feet in a similar manner as Pierous had, and took a breath, “I need a favour.”

“I’ve already done you a favour, Shield of Ascot,” Pierous said dryly, “and if my memory serves correctly, that’s precisely how I ended up in this lovely little predicament. I have no desire to relive that experience, thank you.”

Pogue’s breath whistled through his clenched teeth, his face scrunching up unpleasantly. For the briefest of moments I feared he was going to jump the old man, but then everything slumped, “forget about it,” he said and grabbed my arm, dragging me towards the door in a painful grip, “have a nice life down here.”

“What does this favour entail?”

Pogue paused mid-step over the nearest root, almost sending me flying into the water. He spared me a sympathetic smile before facing Pierous once more, “you’ll help us?”

“I didn’t say that. I merely inquired about the nature of this fav-o-ur,” Pierous sounded the word out as if it had come from a foreign tongue, “forever is a long time, and that’s precisely how long I intend to live. I can outwait the lifespan of a dying institution like the Armoury, but that doesn’t mean it shall be fun. I’m willing to hear you out, for entertainment sake.”

Pogue looked at me, a single question clear on his face. The same question I was asking myself. Can we trust this guy? The answer was an overwhelming NO, but there was no other choice. I cleared my throat, and the Warlock’s hazel eyes gravitated towards me, “exactly how powerful are you?”

“This again?” Pierous huffed and pointed a liver-spotted finger towards Pogue, “be a dear and tell her, won’t you Shield? Explain how I blew up a building and flattened half a forest with a single ritual. How I literally dematerializing myself to open a window to another dimension searching for your friend,” he held out his palms flat, lip curling into a cocky snarl, “so to respond to your question, Princess, I don’t believe I’m tooting my own horn when I say that I’m a force not to be reckoned with.” 

“Yeah, I’ve seen what you can do with destructive magic,” Pogue bluntly said, “but what me and Kilco want to know is do you know other kinds?”

The mirth fell from Pierous’ face, and he tipped his head back with a frown, “that depends,” he said slowly, “Hypothetically, what is being asked of me?”

Pogue looked at me with a confused look. That made me confused too, unsure of what he wasn’t getting at. We’d spoken about this earlier, he knew how to answer the hypothet-…ugh, that idiot. He was the only hero in history whose downfall would be a big word. Elbowing his side, I looked to Pierous, “are you familiar with necromancy?”

Pierous blinked once, twice, before nodding, “yessss.”

The way he had practically hissed the word sent nails of ice down my spine, but I wiggled them off, “You can bring somebody back from the dead?”

“Hmm,” Pierous hummed and rose to stand by the edge of the fire. He motioned for us to join him before rubbing his hands over the flames, “that depends on several key factors, all out of my control. If the person has been dead for yonks, no. All the energy in the world cannot undo purification once it has set in.”  

“Three days,” Pogue said with no resemblance of a poker face at all, “is that too long?”

“Hypothetically speaking, that should be doable, but there are other factors too,” Pierous glanced at Pogue, visually eyeing him up like a troll does a goat, “like say, how attached the deceased was to their life. You know, if I could view the body of the deceased…”    

“Sure,” Pogue said, already turning on his heels towards the door, “I’ll go get Ilya, and-”

“Not so fast, Shield,” Pierous interrupted, “I know you don’t believe I am willing to do this for free. This entire conversation is, after all, merely a hypothetical.”    

Pogue turned around, his blue eyes ablaze, “I don’t know what that mean-”

I held up my hand to silence him. Those eyes remained enraged, but his mouth audibly snapped shut. That would do for now. Setting my own fine-tuned poker face into action, I turned towards Pierous, “You have our attention, Warlock. What do you want in return?”

“My, aren’t we serious? Very well,” his face fell into its own smooth line, a vision of a man plastered on wanted signs for unspeakable acts, “Freedom. I want the Shield’s solemn oath that if I assist you in this little blasphemy, I will never return to this wooden prison.”

“I can’t do that,” Pogue groaned, “how do I know you won’t go right back to Deniliquin?”

“I never desire to see that man again,” Pierous exclaimed as a shiver shuttered his body. A little too dramatically if you ask me, but nobody ever did, “that man is pure evil. Though this will be difficult to believe, the very night we met, Shield, I was planning to skip my duty. That’s why I was so active directly from sleep.”

Yeah right! I rolled my eyes with a scoff, “No offence, but you hardly seem pure souled yourself. I could smell the energy scent while you were showing off. It was faint, but it was there. That makes you an acquired warlock. You stole your energy reserves.”

“Of course, I did,” Pierous stated with a shrug, “not even the most powerful natural-born warlocks become as prolific as me without a few morally questionable decisions. I’ve waded through the blood of my enemies, killed and stolen to be the energetic masterpiece before you. But they all had it coming,” he looked at Pogue with a face of earnest, “that’s the difference between the Priest and I. I harm only those who deserve it, he allows his men to harm for sport. Deniliquin is a despicable soul, if he even has a soul at all.”     

“It doesn’t matter,” Pogue said and rubbed his hands over his face, “you’re an enemy of Ascot. I can’t let you walk free.”  

A moment of silence passed in which Pogue and Pierous simply stared at one another. Not a word was spoken, yet somehow everything was said. Pierous sighed and faced the fire once more, “then I’m afraid I must decline your request.”

“Seriously?” Pogue squeaked. 

“Seriously,” Pierous confirmed and parked himself back in the throne. He cringed as his butt touched the stone, but simply threw his legs over the armrest, avoiding the solid spikes, “no freedom, no resurrection. That’s my first and final offer.” 

Pogue’s face went pale, his fists clenching tightly. I touched his arm and faced Pierous, swallowing heavily, “surely there must be something else you want instead?”

“Afraid not,” he replied with a wet sniff. 

The sound of metal being drawn broke the thick atmosphere, and Pogue ripped his arm from my grip. With the Casteel sword clutched tightly in his left hand, he marched over to Pierous and touched the tip against the Warlock’s neck. Pierous froze and looked up slowly but made no move to sit any straighter. Pogue pushed it even closer against the exposed skin, “Warlock,” he hissed through clenched teeth, “you will do what I ask, or I will slit your throat.”

Pierous tipped his head down towards the sword with a slight hum, “Now Shield, I enjoy a good threat of a bloody death as much as the next person, but it somewhat loses its charm when I know that you will not kill me.”

Pogue growled under his breath, “I’ve killed before.”

“You killed mages who were sleeping in their beds, like a coward,” Pierous said. 

“Lucina wasn’t sleeping when I killed her,” Pogue said and adjusted his grip. 

The blade cut into the skin just so, leaving the smallest pearl of blood to drip down the Warlock’s neck. Pierous dipped his head ever so slightly, “I will admit, that was impressive. You certainly succeeded in enraging the Priest, but still, you won’t kill me.”

“Why not?” Pogue shouted, “how are you so sure?”

“Because I’ve given you no reason,” Pierous said, and cautiously rose to his feet. Pogue’s eyes narrowed, and the growling became slightly louder, like that of a wolf, but he made no move to further harm the Warlock, “you have honour, Shield. Morals. The mages at the lake were poisoning the water. They were hurting people. Of course, you had to kill them, but I have given you no tangible reason to kill me.”

“You were poisoning the lake too!” Pogue pushed the sword closer.

“But I undid it,” Pierous said carefully and held up his hands, “I’ve atoned for my sins. You were witness to that. You cannot hold that against me, that’s for the Deities alone now. You know this, you know the only reason I am held prisoner down here is that your Princess fears my powers. As for Lucina, it was she who was responsible for slaughtering the Armourers, who facilitated this war. She sent your friend away, destroyed your life, everything you ever loved and knew. She was one of your armourers, your family, and she betrayed you. Anybody would’ve killed under such circumstances. I am giving you no reason.”

“You’re taking Ilya from me,” Pogue cried and lowered the blade to the Warlock’s heart.

“No,” Pierous said calmly as he dropped to his knees, “if this Ilya is already dead, it is not by my hand. It is the Deities taking him from you. I am not responsible. Your anger is irrational and misdirected but understandable. You’re the blessed Shield, the Deities are supposed-” 

“SHUT UP,” Pogue roared.

Pierous tipped his head to the side, cold eyes meeting Pogue’s in amused contemplation, “yet if you were to attack me right now, I would be powerless to prevent it. It is only old age from which I’m immune, and while you would not typically kill me, anger is the most powerful motivator of all,” a smirk grew on the old man’s lips. He looked around the cage before turning back to the Shield with a click of his tongue, “so if my death is what you desire, what will make you sleep better at night, do it. Spill my blood. Eliminate the source of your anger, but understand that in doing so, you also eliminate the only possibility of reviving your friend. Tricky, tricky.”  

Pogue’s eyes flashed, his teeth locked in a snarl, as he drew his left arm back. I stepped forward, putting myself between him and Pierous, “don’t,” I said, “we need him alive.”

“Get out of my way, Kilco.”

“No,” I said and glanced at Pierous, “there’s something else. I can see it in his eyes. Maybe it’s not a want, but a need. We just need to outwait him.”

For just a moment, the smirk on the Warlock’s face faulted, before being replaced with a brighter smile, “I’m afraid you’ve discovered that out too slowly, Princess.” 

“What does that mean?” I tried to ask through the increased throaty growling. Typically, I found that an endearing trait of Pogue’s, but at that moment it was too dramatic, and I went to tell him so, only he wasn’t growling. Pogue glanced around with a confused look on his face as the growling increased in volume. There was a shuffling behind us, and I looked over my shoulder at Pierous who had risen to his feet to stare intently at the wall directly ahead. What was he…the pitch of the growling shifted into one of a low hum, so clear and nearby. 

“What is that?” Pogue called over it. 

“I warned you-”

The Ivory cage exploded. 
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Fear of clusters




It was the worst shower of my life. Even the chunks of ice that poured from the Infirmary bucket shower would’ve been preferable to the large splinters of wood and rubble that poured down around us. A large chunk of what appeared to be tile missed slicing my nose from my face by mere inches, and I stumbled backwards onto my butt, barely avoiding the branch that inevitably would have crushed me. Pierous seemed to have better luck than me. He danced around the falling debris more nimbly than a man whose age was in the three-digits should have and scooped me up under his arm like a sack of flour.  

“Just as I suspected,” the old bastard declared with suspicious glee and skilfully dodged a falling plank, “your anger would be too tempting for it, Shield. Look at the size of that beauty.”

“Great,” Pogue growled as I tried to crane my neck to catch a glimpse of whatever was chasing behind us. The deep whale song was overwhelming like it was carving into my bones.  I couldn’t see anything, my view blocked by Pierous’ shoulder. I aimed a punch towards it and found purchase, but the Warlock paused not for a second as he bolted into one the trunk hollows and dropped me, cackling maniacally all the while.

A jolt of pain shot up my leg as I fell heavily to the floor. Dust fell with me, clinging to the bandage around my thigh that was sticky with blood and dirt. That would need a good, deep clean later. Later. Groaning, I hobbled to where the two men stood blocking the outside world from view and pushed them aside, only to gasp. 

It was the most heinous thing I’d ever had the misfortune of seeing with my own two eyes. As if the back-birthing blight of nature called toads weren’t disgusting enough already, some cruel hand of destiny had seen fit to cover this one with mouths. Big mouths, small mouths, mouths that drooled fountains of thick yellow bile that stuck to thin needle-like teeth in stringy ribbons. Even its beady eyes had those teeth dotted around them like cementum lashes. And just when I thought it couldn’t get any worse, that enormous toad opened its equally enormous front mouth wider than should’ve been scientifically possible without dislocation. From within a thick purple tube emerged, bringing with it the stench of week-old rotted fish.

“Another one?” Pogue muttered. 

“Another one?” I elbowed him in the ribs, “you mean you’ve fought that thing before?”

An arm snaked its way around my shoulder and shook me from side to side, “foul, isn’t it?” Pierous gleefully asked, “they typically feed off magical energy, just like the Casteel sword feeds off the Shields. I figured if I worked him up enough that he withdrew it, well, lets count our lucky stars that this big lady looks to have been gorging off a particularly nasty brand of energy as of late.”

I withdrew my elbow from Pogue’s ribs and jabbed the opposite one towards Pierous instead, “I’m sorry, but what exactly is that?”

“Scolopendra,” Pogue said while staring wide-eyed at the howling beast. 

“That’s right,” Pierous said and elbowed me back with a grin, “a female one at that. Not the preferred gender to be fighting at any rate. Bigger, faster, hungrier, and dare I say it, she doesn’t appear too fond of you, Shield.”

Pogue swallowed and nodded slowly, “I think I killed its mum when I was a kid.”

“You still are a kid,” Pierous slapped Pogue’s back, “but yes, that will do it. Scolopendra have superb memories and murdering one’s mother? I hear that’s the worst of crimes.”

Of course, it was, and of course Pogue had. After all, it was me down there. The Deities just refused to give me a break. The Scolopendra clapped its hands on the platform, sending the murky water in the mote splashing up and down in waves leaving the acidic scent of rot and decay to suck all oxygen from the hollow.

 All three of us coughed, and Pierous spat on the ground, “Deities calling, it burns-”

The rest of his whining was lost as the throaty whale call sang through the air once more. The Scolopendra had stopped its pawing as every one of its mouths seemed to pulse together in sync, yellow goo oozing unheeded from each to drip into the water. Pierous slung his arms around both Pogue and my shoulder, leaning in between us, “would now be a good time to remind you both that I currently have the defensive capabilities of a guinea pig?”  

“Seriously?” I asked while ducking away from his touch. 

“Afraid so,” he said and dropped his arms with a shrug, “stabby upstairs took immense pleasure in stripping me of all but the most necessary of energy. I’m, as the kids say, a sitting duck,” he glanced at Pogue with a hum, “you know, if the Sword knew our predicament…?”

“We’re not psychically connected,” Pogue barked. 

“Never hurts to check,” Pogue said and grabbed my arm, “in that case, I suggest ducking.”

With undue strength, Pierous pulled me backwards with him deeper into the hollow, covering my body with his as the Scolopendra rolled directly into the hollow’s opening. It was too large to enter, but its immense size and weight were enough to send more heavy debris falling down atop us, and Pogue, if he had responded fast enough. If not…my heart sped up as I pushed Pierous away to look around, but Pogue wasn’t in the hollow. Where is he, where is- 

Something splashed in the water, and the Scolopendra’s shadow disappeared from the entrance. I rushed to the opening and peeked outside, just in time to see Pogue withdraw the Casteel sword and swing it at the toad. It missed, the Scolopendra already having jumped away, its central mouth opening wide once more as a projectile stream of green liquid spewed forth. Pogue barely missed it, dodging back into the murky water as the wood he had stood upon began to steam.

My jaw clenched as his head popped out of the water and I called, “are you okay?”

“All good,” he called back, “don’t worry, I’ve killed one before, I can do it again.” 

“Good attitude,” Pierous yelled as he attempted to pull me further into the tree as more acid goop landed a little too close for comfort. I pinched his wrist and returned to the opening.

I had thought the fight with Sedna would be the most intense scene I would ever witness, but this was worse. So much worse. Ilya and Sedna fought with logic, with technique and control, but the Scolopendra was an animal. A big juicy toad with one brain cell. There was nothing logical or predictable about its movements, it was like watching an orca playing with a seal before the kill, and had it been up against anybody else it would’ve been feasting in seconds. But Pogue was nothing if not wild. That fact offered little reprieve as he jumped and dodged over streams of burning bile without ever getting close enough to counter-attack, but the raw unpredictability kept him alive. And at that moment that had to be enough. Red-faced and sweaty, he rolled out of the way of yet another tagged attack of the toad’s shocking leaps and toxic vomit before squinting towards our hidey-hole, “feel free to jump in at any time.”

“A tempting offer, but I’m afraid we must decline,” Pierous called back. Speak for yourself. Withdrawing the Kaori dagger from my pack, I stepped beyond the line of the hollow, only to once again be pulled back by a frowning Pierous, “where do you think you’re off too, Princess?”    

I tried to pull my arm free, but his grip only tightened. What a total scrotebag. What did he care where I was off to? I voiced that question, and the Warlock pursed his lips. His hold softened, before tightening once more as I tried to slip away, “are you skilled in combat?”

“Nope,” I replied and increased my wiggling. How hard could it be to slip out of a three-hundred-year-old man’s grip anyway? His bones must’ve been sawdust.

No brittle enough though, for his bony hand tightened to the point of pain, “Magic then?”

“No again,” I spat through gritted teeth. If only I could find a way to dislodge him. 

“As suspected,” Pierous said with a hum, “you see, it’s not so much that I care whether you live or die, it’s that you are a liability to my survival. Running out there like a headless chook will only distract the Shield. A distracted Shield is a dead Shield, are you following me?”

Oh, I was following alright. I stamped his foot with the heel of my boot, “but he will die out there if we don’t help.”

“I don’t agree, he seems to be handling himself swimming-Duck Shield, Duck,” Pogue’s back was to the Scolopendra, his hands on his knees as he struggled to draw breath. Still, without a moment’s hesitation, he flung himself to the ground at the Warlocks’ call and rolled into the water with an overwhelming splash, narrowly avoiding the spray of bile that was spat his way. Pierous dropped my arm to massage his temple with a sigh, “so he may require a bit of assistance, but what do you expect me to do? I can barely manage this at the moment,” he clicked his fingers together, the tiniest orb of fire appearing between them, “and this wouldn’t even harm a fly?”

“Whatever you are doing, keep doing it,” Pogue called.

The Warlock’s face paled, but I paid him no heed and turned back towards the hollow. The Scolopendra was standing still on the central platform, its front hands not slapping the wood for the first time since the torturous game of cat and mouse had begun. Every single one of its mouths opened wide, looking like a bulbous cluster of pins, as the purple tubular tongue uncoiled itself, standing erect in the air and pulsating.  

A hand found its way back to my shoulder as its owner grunted, “Hmm, fascinating.” 

I nodded in agreement, because Deities, why couldn’t anything in that blessed tree have a normal tongue? It was oily and disgusting, like a hypnotized snake emerging from its basket, but at least it provided enough distraction for Pogue to sneak up along the toads’ side. A wolfish grin plastered across his face as he jumped. The Scolopendra roared a deafening song and reared as Pogue scrambled upon its back, using a smaller mouth as a step, but the Shield was too quick, the blade of the Casteel sword finding purchase in the left eye before he was flung to the ground with a thud. He wasn’t quick enough. Barely had he risen to a knee before the toad was rounding on him, front hands pawing the ground in preparation to pounce.

No, not there. Not like that. Without thinking, I stepped outside the hollow. There was no plan, but I intended to make it up as I went along. Unpredictability was my game, after all. I didn’t get another foot before that insufferable hand was pulling me back inside, “you can’t go out there,” Pierous hissed in my ear, “it’s suicide.”

Yes, it was. Dropping to the ground like a sack, Pierous cried out as his hand was pulled down with me. I rolled out of the hollow, half falling into the murky water. It reeked like death and decay. It reeked like Sedna. Thrusting my leg down, my foot made contact with something that crunched under my weight. There they were. Asking the ancestors for forgiveness for what I was about to do, I sunk my hand into the water and wrapped it around something smooth and dense. It was only a tibia, but it would be enough. It had to be. With all the strength my measly arms could muster, I threw it. 

The bone flew, and I pinched the bridge of my broken nose, trying to recall the importance of evenly spaced breaths until it met its target of the toad’s head. It stopped its pawing, the ground shaking slightly as it turned its enormous weight around and we were suddenly face to face. Voids of black stared into my blue, and in them I saw things I had never wanted to, intelligence, pain, hatred. The Scolopendra didn’t pounce, it simply stepped towards me, one hand after the other slapping the ground as my whole world violently shook. Shoving my hand back into the water, I found something hollow and held it against my chest. I wasn’t the first person who had died in that cage, and I certainly wouldn’t be the last, but I would be the only one revered for self-sacrifice, and that was enough. I looked over my left shoulder and smiled before closing my eyes.  

The crushing weight never arrived, only the faint scent of cotton and frangipani. A warm, weathered hand wrapped around my shoulder and dragged me backward. When I cracked a lid open the Scolopendra had stopped dead in its track, tongue wagging in the air once more. Arcing my back, I frowned at how close Pierous was to me.

 That complete and utter scrotebag.    

“Yes, hello. Don’t stand up to help or anything, stupid girl,” he muttered. His fingers moved from side-to-side to juggle the small flicker of flame between them. 

“You said the Scolopendra eats magic,” I said and looked back to the frozen toad.

Pierous huffed, “and that makes it a good distraction. So what?”

So what? I moved my jaw, feeling those words in my mouth through a sickly bitter taste. I couldn’t even see Pogue through the toad’s enormous bulk, only that purple tube protruding from its mouth, which seemed to grow longer with each passing second. I arched my neck to look at the Warlock’s face, frozen by time, “hey, how fast can you run?”

“I have old joints,” he replied gruffly, “why do you ask?”

I lifted my hand from my chest, staring into the empty eye sockets. So what? The skull tumbled from my grip. The brittle cracking sound it made upon hitting the twisted roots was drowned out by a gurgled whale’s cry. The hand on my shoulder disappeared, and I rolled to my feet, “run.”







“This was your grand idea?” Pierous screamed as he once again fell face-first into the mote, missing the bile river that was spewed at him by mere inches. 

Bold of him to assume I had a plan. 

Had I known the Scolopendra possessed a seemingly unlimited supply of acid I might’ve thought my actions through a little more, but once again I didn’t control my emotions as much as my emotions controlled me. I had acted irrationally and there was nothing to be done. But my chest was aching, my knees were on fire, and Pogue was gone. 

At least, I couldn’t see him beyond the Scolopendra. Grabbing a soaked Pierous by the arm, I dragged him up and pushed him forward. Pogue had to be alive. He surely would’ve made some noise had he melted to death, and that was a small comfort, but we still had to find him fast. I couldn’t keep running in circles forever. The opposite two trunks were on the other side of the cage. We just needed to get there. Pierous cursed under his breath as he stumbled over a root and an idea popped into my head, “when I say fireball, create a fireball,” I called. 

“What?” Pierous stumbled over his own feet, “oh yes, attract its attention even further. Just superb. We’re going to die.”

“Shut up and do it,” I yelled and turned to face the Scolopendra. Its jaw was open, likely preparing for yet another acid attack, but the stress from the movement caused its injured eye to pop slightly from its socket, blood oozing freely to mix with yellow slime. Under different circumstances I might’ve gagged at the sight, but right then I had only one objective, “fireball.”

Pierous made a choking sound in the back of his throat but clicked his fingers. The Scolopendra froze instantly as the smell of cotton and frangipani filled the room. Pierous juggled the flame and cocked his neck back, “anytime now, Shield.”  

“Throw it and run,” Pogue called, and the straggling tightness in my chest instantly loosened, “I have an idea. It’s risky, but it might work.”

Might work was better than certain death. I nodded to Pierous and his choking sounds morphed into stifled sobs, but he didn’t hesitate. The fireball zoomed with impressive accuracy towards the Scolopendra, striking its damaged eye, which sizzled from its socket with a sickeningly delicious scent. Immediately its stupor was broken, and all its mouths opened as one, singing out in a deafening hum, but there was no time to cover our ears. Pierous let out a shrill scream as we zoomed under its belly into the safety of the trunk, just in time to miss the explosion of neon fluids that rained down. Pierous leaned out of the hollow and flicked another fireball at the Scolopendra. A mistake really, for in the next second dirt and debris almost crushed us both alive. Time and time again, the toad slammed against the hollow, tubular tongue sticking in and out with each strike to fill the enclosed space with the stench of rotted fish.   

“Again, anytime now, Shield,” Pierous screamed as the tongue inched closer towards us. There was no reply, and my breath whistled in my throat. Please don’t let him be dead, please. Pierous pushed himself up against my side, “I repeat-”

“Yeah, yeah. I heard you the first time.” 

The banging stopped, and Pierous whistled deeply. Slowly, I extracted myself from both him and the back of the trunk to tiptoe to the split hollow and peeked outside, only to find Pogue standing uncomfortably close to the Scolopendra’s side, mere feet away from its central mouth. Its tongue was erect, twitching and vibrating as every few seconds Pogue would click his fingers before moving to the opposite side as the Scolopendra moved towards the sound. The barbaric dance stretched on for minutes before Pogue was finally level with its mouth and grinned. He turned to me and covered his eyes while shaking his head. 

“It’s blind?” I muttered. 

“Huh?” Pierous said, appearing by my side, “wouldn’t you know it, the Shield isn’t a simpleton after all?” he covered his eyes with his hand before inhaling, “uh, Princess, he isn’t motioning what I think he is, is he?” Yes, he was. Pogue pointed at Pierous and dragged his finger towards the burning fire pit, before balling up his fist and throwing air at the Scolopendra. 

The Warlock’s eyes widened, and he took a step backwards, shaking his head. I grabbed his arm before he could disappear into the shadows, and hissed, “you do this or kiss goodbye to your super long life.” The Warlock moaned but screwed up his eyes and nodded. Raising his hand, Pierous clicked his fingers, but didn’t even get to throw the fireball before the Scolopendra was back upon us, banging on the trunk with a renewed vengeance.

Dirt rained down, and I closed my eyes moments before something wet smothered my face in a stench so putrid that a thousand-month-old miracle cures would’ve been preferable. A million times over. The spongy object remained suctioned to my face for what felt like an eternity, stealing away both my breath and sanity, before it was gone. Wiping the sticky liquid from my eyes, I dared look just in time to witness the toad’s purple tongue linger over Pierous’ face. I had never believed somebody could scream silently until that moment, but even with his jaw clenched tight enough to snap, Pierous was screaming. The Scolopendra made a soft squelching sound, and then the tongue began to dilate, pulling back over itself to reveal row upon row of inner needle-like teeth as the organ stretched. Pierous moaned, his hand clasping tightly at his chest. The tongue pulled upwards, suspended over Pierous head. It was going to eat him and there was nothing I could do, could barely even move. Coming here was a bad idea. So bad.

I wasn’t even sure if I meant the Armoury or Ascot.   

There was a flash of movement by the door, a glimmer of white, and the tongue dropped onto Pierous with an indescribable howl of agony. Pierous screamed, slapping the twitching organ to the floor as the Scolopendra retreated. It stumbled over its own hands, fluorescent blood oozing freely from its central mouth as it crashed to the floor. The cage filled with a weird vibration, as if every inch of magical energy the toad had ever ingested was being expelled. The Scolopendra continued shuffling backwards, every mouth howling before being silenced as blood sprayed like fountains from each hole, dissolving its body into slush and bones.

There was silence for a single moment before Pierous moaned out a sound that rapidly morphed into a roar, “What kind of plan was that?” He was covered head to toe in yellow goo that dripped to the floor as he flapped his arms like a deranged bird, “three-hundreds and thirty-two years, and never have I met a duo with such deeply ingrained death wishes as you. I’m no longer surprised you’re down here seeking necromancy services; I’m only surprised you haven’t required them sooner.”     

“You finished?” I asked as his chest violently heaved.

“Yeah,” Pogue called from somewhere outside, “it’s not like you were much help.”

“Not much help?” Pierous spluttered and wiped a glob of goo from his chin before falling back to the floor, arms and legs spread wide, “I allowed that thing to molest my beautiful face. If the Shield had failed to react in time, I would’ve been consumed whole.”

 Pogue appeared at the entrance of the hollow and leaned against the wood, breathing heavily. I spared him a look, and seeing no apparent signs of injury, turned back to Pierous with a laugh, “please, it would’ve spat you right out.”

“Spat me-?” Pierous squinted at me before covering his eyes and barking a raspy giggle, “my dear, that wasn’t its tongue. That tubular organ was its…yonic.” What the blazers was a… ugh, sweet Deities, disgusting. I sunk against the wood opposite Pogue, and Pierous smirked, “Shield, won’t you inform your friend…say, are you alright? You look positively dreadful.”

Pogue looked up, blinking through bleary eyes, and I had to agree. Coated in sweat and with a prickly red rash forming over his face, Pogue looked like he had just been chewed up and spat out by a yonic. Pushing bile-gelled hair from his face, he nodded slowly, “yeah, just hot and tired. I’m gonna go wash all this gunk off, at least what I can anyways.” 

Pogue walked towards the murky water and slowly sat, dipping his hand lazily in the stream. I grit my teeth, resisting the urge to call out what the Morrigan had used that water for, but he was already drenched, and I had bigger donkeys to ride. Turning back to the spread-eagled Warlock, I kicked his ribs with my boot, “so?”

“So what?”

“Have you reconsidered what we asked of you?”

“Mm,” Pierous flexed his fingers like starfish, “I have.”

“And?” his only reply was a rude finger gesture. I delivered another swift blow to his ribs, earning myself a delectable groan, “we just saved your life.”

“Technically that was The Shield,” Pierous moaned as my foot went lower, “and not the cleverest of ideas in all actuality. You just destroyed your best bargaining chip, free of charge.”   

“You’re unbelievable,” I said and aimed a kick to a very sensitive part of his body. He sat up before it made contact, wiping fluid from his face with a chuckle.  

“I’m aware.” 

Unbelievable wasn’t a strong enough word for the scrotebag of a Warlock. Pogue had sworn Pierous was honourable, that he could be trusted, but there was no honour in turning down a simple request from the ones who had just prevented him from being turned into toad juice. We should’ve left him to wither away, possibly have his fat head squeezed through the smallest of the Scolopendra’s mouths…smallest mouth. 

Huh.

 I sat down beside Pierous and pulled my leg up to my chest. The bandage around my thigh was caked in browning blood as I carefully unwound it. “What did you do there, stupid girl?” Pierous sniffed. 

“That depends,” I glanced at him from the corner of my eye, “are you a betting man?”

“You want to pull straws?” he chuckled and dropped back to the ground, “sorry, not interested. No freedom, no resurrection. That’s still my only offer.”  

“Not that type of betting,” I cringed as the bandage came away. Yellow goo had dried around the bite in a thick crust. Doctor Kira would have my head if it became infected. I nudged Pierous’ foot until he looked up with a scowl. I pointed at my leg, “look familiar?”

Pierous squinted, his scowl increasing as he sat up to look out the hollow entrance towards the steaming corpse, “hmm, I didn’t see you receive that. It got you nice and good.”

“You didn’t see it because the Scolopendra didn’t give it to me. At least not in here,” Pierous faced me, his left eye fading to a dull blue as he rose a brow. Got you, “this I actually received on my way in here. There was a pool full of glowing orange beads directly outside. They almost looked like eggs. I fell into them and something attacked me. Pulled me under. Now, I’m no ecological expert, but I am a betting girl, and I’m willing to bet that this bite mark would be near identical to one of those mouths.”

The Warlock’s face fell, his lips disappearing inside his mouth as he turned back to the toad’s corpse, “there’s a nest?”

“Is there?”

Pierous shook his head, looking back to me with a cocky grin, “No, you’re lying,” he held my gaze, and though my eyes were unbearably dry I forced them to remain open and calm. His smile became stiff before utterly failing, “you’re not lying. But so what? You cannot leave a knot of Scolopendra spawn flourishing unhindered inside the Armoury. They’re vermin, and it’s a tree. They will destroy it from the inside out.” 

“That’s why I asked if you’re a betting man,” I shot him a cocky grin of my own, “ask yourself, am I willing to bet my extraordinary longevity on the belief that a Bethallan girl cares more about the wellbeing of a tree than the life of her friend?”

“Well there’s a question you don’t get asked every day. Bethallan, really?” he squinted at my face with a raspy groan, “You’re a terrible person, you realise, that right?”

“I’m aware.”

“Bugger,” Pierous rolled to his feet with a groan and shuffled out of the trunk towards Pogue. I bit my lip, praying to the Deities that Pierous wouldn’t tell him about the nest, for resurrection or no resurrection, Pogue wouldn’t watch his home destroyed. Not like I would. But Pierous only sat down beside him, clasping his shoulder and sighing tiredly, “Shield, I have reconsidered my terms.”  

Pogue looked at the Warlock and blinked, “you have?”

“Indeed. I…” Pierous glanced over his shoulder at me, his lips twisting, before nodding, “I want an audience with your Princess. I wasn’t afforded a trial. The Commander with the busted face just locked me up without the chance to plead my case. I want that opportunity. Promise me that much, and I will attempt to revive your friend.”

Pogue’s eyes narrowed as he looked Pierous up and down, “why?”

Huh, at least he had that going for him. Pierous gasped dramatically, spluttering as he shook Pogue’s shoulder, “Why? WHY? You just saved my life, of course! I’m not an ingrate. So, about that audience…?”

Pogue ran a hand over his face before kneeling to stand, “I… I’ll put in a good word.”

“That’s the spirit!” Pierous said and held his hand, groaning as Pogue pulled him to his feet, “now that’s settled there’s just a teensy hurdle in the shape of a sword.”

“Shut your pie hole. The blessed one has agreed to see you,” a deep buttery voice called. Was that? No, it couldn’t have been. The three of us looked at each other, then around the room for whoever had spoken, but the cage remained empty, “up here, dingbats.”

There was a rustle in the leaves of the miniature oak by the throne as a flash of red appeared amongst the green. Ratatoskr perched himself on the lowest branch, munching the green apple in his tiny paws. Pierous was the first to recover and raised his hand to wave, “why hello there, good furry gentleman. How long have you been hiding up there?”

“Hiding? Pah,” the apple crunch echoed through the cage as Ratatoskr took another bite, “I arrived just in time to hear you squeal like a piggy, old man.”

“And you didn’t jump in and help?” Pogue growled.

“Not my job,” Ratatoskr replied, twirling the core with his teeth, “I’m the messenger, my job is to bring and take messages to the big man upstairs. Nothing less, and certainly nothing more. Speaking of which,” the apple fell from his paws, It bounced upon the wood of the platform and rolled unnaturally to where we stood. Then cracked. A vivid white light erupted from within, growing wider and brighter by the second until all that remained of the apple was a spinning vortex which puffed out snowy smoke. The Warlock grinned and my heart dropped. 

Not again.








  
  Twenty Four

  
  
  Helminthophobia
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fear of parasites




    Teleporting was the worst. 

Not even the airiness of the Sword’s celestial magic made it any more enjoyable. Even if it did smell of freshly baked apple pie, it made my entire body itch down to the bones, the very seams of time and space became unbecoming all around. Unnatural, that’s what teleporting was, and not even the most blessed man in existence could change that. I stumbled out of that vortex into the courtyard with less grace than the gliding trio behind me, but at least I managed to keep my feet and wits about me. Sometimes the day’s spoils are small.

No sooner had Ratatoskr stepped foot on beautifully solid ground than he was scuttering off to climb an overhanging branch, pulling a blackberry from thin air. Or his nature pocket. Yuck. 

“I hope he caused you no trouble.” The voice had come from behind and I turned towards it. I wasn’t sure of who I expected to find, but it certainly wasn’t a young man with peculiar hair almost the shade of peach, watering a flower bed. It took an embarrassingly long time to realize that the man held no watering can or bucket at all. The water drained from his fingers when he danced them over the stems. He sighed wearily, but didn’t look up, “we’ve been working on social etiquette here as of late, but old habits die slow deaths.”

Pierous chuckled and held out his hand, “my word, that’s some fancy elemental magic you have there, Sir Sword. I wouldn’t mind stealing that for myself one day.”    

So that was Ascot’s Sword. I wasn’t sure what I had been expecting, but the man watering a rosebush before me looked too young, too docile, to be one of the most influential individuals in existence. The Sword closed his hand, cutting the water flow instantly. He looked at Pierous with a small smile. His skin was perfectly smooth and untouched by time, but as always, truth could not be hidden within the eyes, and in those deep brown irises was the past, present and future.

 The Sword smiled at the Warlock’s hand until Pierous gulped and dropped it, “I’m afraid my magic is Deity gifted. It is not something that can be taught, nor stolen. You either contain it, or you don’t.”

“Alrighty then,” Pierous took a step back before crossing his arms over his chest, “I must say that I am delighted to be standing here outside without you banishing me back yet.”

The Sword hummed, a smile still plastered across his unnaturally smooth features as he scanned the courtyard, “Pogue, are you alright?”

He didn’t look alright, knelt as he was on the marble with his head lowered and breath wheezing. I dropped down beside him, reaching for my bag with the full intention of fixing whatever was wrong. We couldn’t bring Ilya back if we were barely alive ourselves, and we would bring Ilya back. One way or another. Pogue pushed my hands away and stood on shaky legs, “yeah, I’m good. Just tired.” 

The Sword spared him a concerned look before turning back to Pierous, “You should be delighted, Pierous the Immortal. I have refrained from obliviating you on the spot simply because you displayed basic integrity in your actions during the fight against the Scolopendra, even if you did lack valour.”

“Don’t judge me,” Pierous exclaimed, “you know as well as I that had my full energy reserves been activated that beast would’ve been dead in mere seconds.”

“That’s true,” the Sword stated, “and precisely what I wish to discuss with you,” Pierous’ eyes lit up like lanterns. Literally. They morphed into a glowing red at the Swords words. He opened his mouth, only to snap it shut as the Sword raised a hand, “your energy will remain tethered to mine, but I am inclined to allow you access to it, for you are only capable of fulfilling your debt to the Shield of Ascot if I do.”

Pierous drew his arms closer to his chest, “but?”

“But I am unsatisfied with your proposed terms,” the Sword glanced at Pogue, “I am unsatisfied with this entire proposal. It is truancy from your duty to the Deities, which is precisely why I had ordered the inner sanctum locked initially.”

Pogue swallowed and looked to the floor, “Orden, I-”

The Sword held up his hand once more, and Pogue silenced. Orden looked back to Pierous, looking the immortal warlock over, “But what’s done is done. A debt has been formed, and it will be repaid, but you will not be granted an audience with the Ascotian Princess. This is my providence, and you have been bestowed to my care and jurisdiction, and so I offer you my own terms. I believe you shall find them agreeable: Once your debt to the Shield of Ascot has been fully repaid, you will leave Ascot of your own free will and never return.”  

Pierous looked at Pogue and I, his face falling into a wide-mouthed look of disbelief, “so in essence, a resurrection in exchange for permanent exile?”

“In essence,” Orden repeated dryly.

“So help your ward, then piss off?” Pierous made a tsk-ing sound, “You drive a hard bargain, Orden.”

Orden’s eyes flashed as his name passed the Warlocks lips, and nature itself seemed to bolt as the wind picked up, whipping my hair widely around my face as the bird’s calls increased with agonizing screeches. Pierous made an odd choking sound as Orden stared him down. Then everything stilled, the birds and bugs vocalized cheerily away. Orden smiled at the Warlock with anything but happiness, “You are a sworn enemy of the Kingdom of Ascot,” he stated, “yet I am offering you the chance to redeem yourself and leave our lands without fear of pursuit. You may wish to consider my lack of action as a sign of gratitude in assisting my ward.” 

Pierous inhaled sharply before bowing at the waist, throwing his arms backwards in an almost mocking manner, “and to think I thought you blessed ones were the merciful types.”

“I am neither merciful nor forgiving, so I advise you to choose wisely,” Orden said calmly, “will you help the Shield and earn your freedom to leave Ascot behind? Or do you choose to spend eternity here with me in atonement for your century-long spree of destruction?”

To his credit Pierous didn’t so much as flinch as Orden stared him down, he simply tapped his chin and hummed as if he had faced such ultimatums numerous times before. He looked over the camp below us before turning back to Orden and shrugging, “I hear that the Kingdom of Blenheim is wonderful this time of year. Satisfied?”

“No,” Orden stated and clicked his fingers. An overpowering scent of cotton and frangipani filled the courtyard as an orb of glowing purple light appeared in his hand, “but I will unbind your powers all the same. Understand, they will remain tethered to mine until you leave our borders. If I sense anything suspicious, anything at all, you won’t believe what happens next.”

Pierous didn’t even have the opportunity to respond before he was knocked several feet backwards, landing heavily on his back. Purple light arched its way into his chest, lingering over his heart, as the Warlock withered in pain, rolling around and clutching his throat. He was moaning loudly, but it was barely audible over the ear-piercing gale that threatened to knock me off my feet. And the humming, that was worse of all. It inched into my head until I couldn’t hear myself think, or even tell up from down.

 Time seemed to slow down. Something dropped on my shoulder, but my brain was too disconnected to push it away. All I could do was stiffly turn my neck, only to find Pogue’s forehead pressing into my arm. The hands that tightly clasped his ears were whiter than bone and sweat dripped from his hair. The longer the humming dragged on, the more I could feel my own life energy fading. Lightheaded and drowsy, it was stealing from me what I didn’t have to spare, stopping only once Pierous was motionless on the floor other than sharp convulsion that rattled his chest. 

Then nothing at all.

 Purple smoke puffed from his mouth in time with my heartbeat for several painfully slow moments. Just as I was beginning to fear that Orden hadn’t been able to contain his dislike for the Warlock and had taken the transfer too far, brilliant magenta eyes flew open. 

Sitting up with perfect ease, Pierous stared down at his hands as if he’d never seen them before. He closed one, opened the other. Again, and again, before a wicked graced his lips, and he clapped. The smallest orb of purple energy appeared between them as they parted. Pierous glared down at the tiny glow with a disgruntled sneer. He clapped again, grunting as he forced his hands apart to reveal a brighter glow that rapidly expanded until Pierous held a wheel sized orb of light. Whooping loudly, he clapped once more, and just like that, the orb was gone.

“Wooo,” he whistled and jumped to his feet, rocking on his heels like a wealthy child at Yule, “thanks a bunch. You have no idea how much magic adds to your life until it’s taken away from you.”  

“Don’t thank me,” Orden said, clasping his hands tightly, “this is all due to the Shield of Ascot. I suggest you repay his kindness in turn.”

“Of course,” Pierous said and practically skipped over to Pogue and me, humming obnoxiously all the while. His smile faltered slightly as he looked down at us but perked back up as he held his hand out to Pogue. With a shaky sigh, Pogue took it and allowed himself to be pulled to his feet by the humming Warlock, “are you sure you’re alright Shield?”

“Tired,” Pogue muttered.

“You look more than tired, you look positively dreadful,” Pierous chirped and turned back to Orden, “any parting words of wisdom, Sir Sword?”

Orden stared at him for a moment before turning back to his roses, “that’s all, Immortal. Assist the Shield of Ascot, and may the Deities grant all your souls’ peace.”  

“Righto then,” Pierous said, and looked to Pogue, “where to, my lethargic friend?”  

Pogue straightened up, shielding his eyes from the non-existent sun to glance over the maze below. He pointed to one of the abandoned sheds that dotted the maze, “there.”

“Rustic, but functional. That will do,” Pierous nodded, “right, we shall teleport there.”

“I don’t got the energy,” Pogue muttered.

“Who asked you to do anything?” Pierous said and closed his eyes. The humming returned, the air rich with the nauseatingly strong scent of cotton and frangipani. Deities, I was doomed to smell like a nobs dressing room for weeks. Pierous held out his hand and cracks of light appeared in the marble beneath it until the air seemed to collapse in on itself, revealing a whirling vortex of shiny purple light. Pierous stepped back, cheeks flushed and lungs heaving, but smiling brightly, “now that was almost orgasmic,” he chirped. Pierous grabbed Pogue’s arm and went for mine, but I stepped backwards out of his reach. His smile dropped into a frown, “you won’t be accompanying us, Princess?” 

I would actually prefer to spend a week in a nobs dressing room than endure another episode of vortex transportation that day. Once was bad enough, but twice was where I drew the line. I shook my head and Pierous raised a brow, “come again?”

“I’m coming to the shed, I’m just not teleporting there,” I said while observing Pierous carefully, afraid that if I didn’t he would grab me and drag me along with him, and that would be that, but he merely stared blankly. I cleared my throat, “somebody needs to get the body, right?”

“Yes,” Pierous said slowly while staring pointedly at my twiglet arms, “but I’m not convinced that you’re the correct girl for that task. No offence.”

“Offence taken” I huffed but shook my head to clear the rising heat that festered there, “but right or wrong, there’s nobody else. Pogue is about to pass out, and you’re Ascots most wanted. However, if you want to be the one who struts right into the command tent, be my guest.”

“She’s right,” Pogue said, “I can’t do it, and if Amicia or Ramsey see you in there it won’t end well for anyone.” 

Pierous groaned and pinched the bridge of his nose. He glanced back at the Sword, and groaned once more, “Alright, but be quick. Bodies rot fast in this humidity.”

Like I needed him to tell me that. 

Still shaking his head and groaning like I’d kicked him where the sun didn’t shine, Pierous tightened his grip on Pogue’s arm and stepped into the vortex. The light crackled and flashed behind them, growing rapidly unstable before collapsing in on itself, leaving everything how it had always been. A flash of purple light appeared within the hut and I held my breath, waiting for the guards. My job would be much harder with the camp in disarray. It never came. I exhaled.

“Kilco?”

My back immediately straightened. I spun around to find the Sword staring at me, his deep but emotionless eyes dancing over every inch of my body. I didn’t question how he knew my name, my mind racing at the prospect of being left alone with a demi-god. What was the social etiquette in such a scenario? Was I supposed to bow or curtsy? I cursed myself for not having paid closer attention in cotillion classes. Or any attention at all. After what felt like forever, the Sword finished his examination of me and looked upon my face with a twitching grimace. He opened his mouth, closed it, and turned back to his flowers, “best of luck with that.”







The books of my childhood had warned of the stealth, the adrenaline, the utter moral depravity, but not a single one had mentioned anything about the weirdness of grave robbing. Even sneaking into the command tent was an odd experience. The Royal guards all knew my face, but still, it took several minutes of schmoozing to even step foot inside, only to be stopped every several steps thereafter. I would like to believe that being coated in fluorescent toad guts with my nose smushed into my face the guards could sense that I had just performed a great act of gallantry, but the tensely skittish atmosphere extended far beyond just them. 

The hallway walls were dotted with guards. Giant Poota with arms as big as boulders, snide Mariquil who sneered and whispered as I passed, and even the miscellaneous mercenaries who raged from stoically rugged to knobbly kneed. They were all there, fidgeting as their eyes darted about, preparing to pounce on any unnamed threat that dared breath threateningly in the direction of whatever aristocrat or nob paid for them to trail behind like puppy dogs. 

An awful commotion was coming from the throne room, the open doors doing nothing to disguise the mindless hollowing. I stopped to peek in at the hoard that had been squeezed inside like cheese in a tube. Every diplomat who had ever so much as sneezed in the presence of a Royal decree must’ve been present, speaking over one another towards Amicia, who sat poised and proper on her ornate ivory throne while effortlessly engaging in three arguments at once. 

It took some hiding in questionable locations, but I eventually managed to slither into the office without being ejected from the tent for being a public health hazard. A miracle if there ever was one. Carefully closing the door, I stepped closer to the desk. Somebody had seemed fit to cover Ilya’s face with a sheet, but it didn’t make it any easier to look down upon him lying there breathless and colourless, purple patches starting to form beneath its pale coolness. 

Drawing breath was torture as I peeled back the sheet. Pogue was right: in death, he appeared peaceful. His blood-stained hair was spread upon a pillow, too solid and dark, tickling my arms like goose feathers as I placed a gentle kiss on cold, discoloured lips and nestled my face against the curve of a neck that never experienced sunlight. Two worlds collided there: the sensation of robust, well-cared-for hair so vividly different to the still stiffness of everything else. 

Too stiff.

I jumped away from the table, shaking as if electrocuted. It had been difficult enough to get myself through the command tent. Not even divine intervention would help me smuggle a corpse out unnoticed. Nobody knew Ilya was dead. There would be questions if caught by the guards, death if caught by the Ilvarjo before I could even mutter the words Just borrowing your dead future leader for a spill. Be back soon.

 That would go down a treat. 

Even if I could get Ilya out of the command tent, we still needed to get to the maintenance shed, but my arms were weak and gangly, and he was a literal dead weight. Without thought, my fingernails raked against the dead flesh, and I slammed them to my sides, only for my left hand to snag against something sharp enough to draw blood.  

“Ouch,” I hissed. The last thing I needed right then was for my own tools to be attacking me and adding to the infection risk. Without even sucking the blood from my finger, I slammed the bag atop of Ilya’s swords and ripped it open, rifling through until I found the homegrown enemy. Drops of red shined brightly against the silver blade of the Kaori dagger, sharp even through my canvas bag. It was amazing it hadn’t…cut it?

Of course. Deities, I loved that saviour of a dagger. 

Tapping the blade against my lip, I moved to the side of the tent and touched the canvas wall. We had rushed Ilya to the nearest office, so if my mental map was correct that wall was all that separated us from freedom. Cutting it open would be treason. It would leave the Princess exposed and break dozens of Ascotian laws. There could be hangings and beheadings.

 I pushed the dagger in and sliced until humid air hit my face. Releasing a breath that I knew I was holding, I turned to Ilya. It was emotionally draining to treat his bruised and battered body with such blatant disrespect, but as the blue sky broke through the leaves above to grace my skin, I had a hunch that things could only look up from there.

“You have until the count of ten to explain what is happening here before I behead you.”

Hunches can be wrong.

True to their word, something cold that wasn’t the mid-afternoon breeze caressed my neck, and with a deep breath, I cautiously raised my head. Irritated red eyes and even more irritated blonde braids glared out at me from behind a grey mask and hood. Those braids, so close to bursting free from their ties, were vaguely familiar, and I wracked my brain to find the name which matched before she could make good on her promise. Mary, Macy…Melly? 

“It’s Mercy, right?” I dared venture. 

“It is. One, two-”

“Wait,” I dropped Ilya’s limp arm to hold up my hands, “this isn’t what it looks like.”

“Really?” the dagger pressed close enough to prick, “because it looks like my baby cousin is dead, and you’re dragging his corpse off somewhere that isn’t Caer Spiel.”

Hmm. She had me there, “Okay, maybe this is what it looks like, but there’s a good excuse.”

“Summarize it. Three, four.”  

How was I supposed to summarize the events of the previous three days in six seconds? It was impossible, but I had to try. We had come so far to be stopped by an Ilvarjo on a power trip outside a maze in the forest, “Um, Morrigan, dead, Shield, Warlock, resurrection, hole?” 

Silence so sharp it could’ve been cut with a knife. The blade against my neck twitched. What a shame it had all failed so close to success, but at least I’d tried. 

“Stand up.” 

Gloved hands grabbed my shoulders and forced me to my feet. What was even the point of demanding that? Mercy slouched, lowering herself to my height to rest her blade against my stomach as red eyes looked me over, “never summarize anything ever again. Explain.”

And so I did. Every moment, every confrontation spewed past my lips in a rapid blur. It felt good just to say everything out loud, like a weight that had been crushing me for days had lifted from my shoulders. It was incredible that Mercy managed to keep up, but somehow she must’ve for she didn’t stop me, just stared on stoically as the lower portion of her mask shifted from side-to-side, “huh, alright,” she said once I finally finished. The blade dropped from my stomach and she indicated towards Ilya, “we best move quickly then.”  

“What?” I exclaimed before clearing my throat to ask in a calmer voice, “you believe me?” 

“No, but if you’re lying, I can always kill you later. However, if there’s even a small chance you’re not,” she leaned over and half lifted Ilya up before pausing to look up at me, “are you planning on standing there looking pretty all day, or are you going to help?”







If there was one secret I fully intended to take to my grave it was that Pierous was right. I wasn’t the girl for the job. Mercy was. Though she wasn’t particularly muscular, she moved Ilya’s dead weight through camp without breaking a sweat. It was as if she’d smuggled countless bodies through crowded conditions before, for she seemed to instinctively know how to glare just so to make whatever poor soul dared stray near scatter in the opposite direction. I would never have been able to move Ilya without her assistance, that was for sure.

“Thank you for doing this,” I wheezed once we were hidden from prying eyes, “I don’t know why you were behind that tent but thank the Deities you were. My arms are jelly.”

Mercy grunted and shifted Ilya higher in her arms. For somebody who apparently disliked him, she certainly moved with urgency. I hoped it was for Ilya’s sake and not mine. It didn’t bear well for my future if her rush was just to get me alone to attack with no witnesses.

“It was because of you.”

I stumbled slightly and blinked. Did she…? No, not possible, “what was?”

“Why I was behind the tent,” Mercy slowed her pace, and my lungs heaved in gratitude, “you entered the throne room while I was on guard duty and I recognized you as the girl from the infirmary. You were supposed to be in isolation with Ilya, not there in the command tent. Ilya wasn’t with you, and he hadn’t returned to camp. So, I followed you.”

“I didn’t see you,” I said, “neither following me or in the throne room.”

Mercy snorted, “You wouldn’t. It sort of ruins the all-powerful and courageous image of the Royal family if everybody knows that the only reason they can move so confidently through the world is that Ilvarjo protect them from the shadows at all times. We are seen only when intended to be. I simply moved into your shadow and followed. Not even Her Highness will have noticed that I’m absent, so let us hope for no assassination attempts.”

“In my shadow,” I muttered. Sedna had moved in my shadow too. The fact that people could hide and watch without me being none the wiser felt almost violating. My hand tightened around Ilya’s arm. How could we have lived so closely without ever realizing how different we were?

“I apologize,” Mercy’s voice broke me from my thoughts, “we’re not supposed to shadow jump without consent, but our elders have been behaving abnormally for days now. Lots of quiet fighting and odd arrangements. I knew something was happening, but never suspected this.” 

“They wanted to locate Lady Ilana first before announcing anything.” 

Mercy muttered something indistinguishable and shook her head, “they know where to find her. Even I know where to find her. Trust me, she was informed straight away. They were strategizing, that’s what they were doing. You see, Ilya’s the final one of us with an Il name. That’s never happened before. They believed with Aunt Ilana preoccupied, and both Ilya and…” her brows furrowed. She glanced at me before shifting Ilya higher, “it’s disrespectful they didn’t wait until his body was cold before beginning to make arrangements is all.”

That clearly wasn’t all, but I didn’t know what else to say, or if I even dared dive deeper into Ilvarjo politics than that, so instead I coughed weakly, “won’t you get into trouble for abandoning your post like this?”  

Mercy laughed, her accent lighter as she spoke, “Only if caught. Even then, the worst Her Highness will do is slap me into next week while the elders have me kneel on beads to ask the paths for direction. I’m used to both. Only Mother and Aunty have the authority to punish me further, and since they’re both preoccup-”  

Pain shot through the right side of my body as Ilya’s weight almost crushed me. Cursing, I straightened and looked at Mercy, intending to give her a piece of my mind, but my words died at formation. With her eyes glazed over and her chest barely rising, Mercy appeared almost as dead as her cousin. I clicked my fingers, “you alive over there?”  

She blinked, turning to look at me, though it was more like through me as she nodded, “I’ve got to leave now.”

“But we’re almost there.”

“I’m sorry,” she gently lowered Ilya to the ground and knelt to place her forehead against his, muttering something to him that I couldn’t understand, before straightening up. Her eyes bore into mine, red fire burning my soul, “keep him safe.”

“Safe from what?” I asked, but Mercy was already gone. For the longest moment, I stared at the hedge where she had stood one second and disappeared the next. I spun around, but there was no sign of her any where, like she’d never been there at all. Frowning, I grabbed Ilya’s arm and lifted him up to stare into his unflinching face, “keep you safe from what?”
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Fear of being burned alive




   “No, don’t help me or anything, I’m fine.”

I wasn’t fine. Somehow it had taken longer to drag Ilya’s corpse the final three turns to the tiny thatched maintenance hut then it had for Mercy to carry him that far from the tent. Every few steps something would catch on something -a branch, a stick, possibly my own foot once or twice-  until I’d been forced to admit defeat and hook my arms under Ilya’s armpits to drag him, worrying all the way that I was inflicting undue damage that would push the body to the point of no return. Looking at the condition of the hut, I could have saved myself the stress.

A rusty nail could’ve contracted tetanus in that place. Years of dirt and grime had accumulated, coating every surface in dust and oil. Grimy buckets and mouldy brooms sat against the walls, but exactly what they’d been used to clean was a mystery, for a thick oily substance stuck to my feet. Eyeing it in distaste, I shifted Ilya higher and toed the three steps before me. The neat freak would come back and haunt me if I dragged him down those. But neither of the bumbling idiots so much as looked up to help.

“Hello,” I tried again, “do you both realize that I’ve just single-handedly smuggled a dead body through a crowded camp?” Okay, it was a lie, but the hut wasn’t large enough to contain the Warlock’s ego had he learned the truth. He didn’t look up. Seemingly glued to the window, Pierous muttered non-coherently under his breath and rifled loudly through what appeared to be some kind of leather-bound book. Frowning, I looked to Pogue.

The Shield leaned against a heavy workbench in the centre of the hut, staring unblinkingly at my face through unfocused eyes. With his mouth agape and legs swaying, he looked unnervingly like the walking dead. Any reaction was delayed with painful slowness as he tipped his head forward and blinked, lids visibly heavy as they opened, and recognition flooded in. Jumping from the bench, Pogue rushed over to relieve my arms of Ilya’s weight. They dropped in throbbing gratitude as Pogue placed Ilya upon his abandoned bench and timidly peeled back the neck of his shirt to peer at the gory horror hidden beneath

“Deities, I miss you,” he leaned his forehead against Ilya’s and whispered, “you’ve only been gone a few days, but still. Please come back. It’s silly to even say that, of course you’ll come back. Why wouldn’t you?” he exhaled heavily and looked up to me, “thank you.”

“It was easy,” I lied. 

“AH HA!” We both watched Pierous almost appear to shimmy on the spot as he turned to face us and shouted, “Shield, come here a moment.”

Pogue groaned, but squeezed Ilya’s cold hand one final time before complying, “what?”

Pierous chuckled as if it was normal for anybody who spent time alone with him to be snappy and visibly on their last nerves within moments. He slapped Pogue’s shoulder and grasped it tightly, “You look ready to pass out. We should do something about that.”

The hut filled with the scent of cotton and frangipani as Pierous’ face screwed up tightly, leaving him looking like a man suffering from severe constipation. Seconds later Pogue pushed the Warlock away, his face burning a bright red, “What did you just do?” he demanded. 

“Oh, calm yourself,” Pierous said, “I gave you a little energy boost is all. Can’t have my assistants falling asleep in the middle of the ritual, can I?” 

“Why didn’t you do that straight away?” I asked, my arms throbbing in annoyance. If he had then perhaps I wouldn’t have been in so much pain.

Pierous shrugged and looked at Pogue, “I didn’t dare piss daddy off further. The Sword cares for you deeply and obviously doesn’t approve that you’re mingling with the likes of me. I didn’t want to make a bad situation worse by having him think I was poisoning you.” 

“Right,” Pogue jumped on the spot and windmilled his arms around, “thanks.”

“Don’t mention it,” Pierous said. He clapped his hands together and moved to the bench, leaning down to poke at Ilya, “the deceased you want reanimated I presume?”

Not only was the Warlock annoying, he was also an idiot. I shook my head and crossed my arms, “that’s just the first body I found laying around at camp. It will work, won’t it?” 

“Ah, sarcasm: the choice wit of the young and the dumb,” Pierous smiled at me, “you know, it never hurts to double-check in situations such as these.” Without pausing to observe my reaction, he moved back over the window and took the book from the seal to flip through the pages. A whole-body shiver rocked me at the sight of it. The worn cover was bound in an unusual leather cover that hadn’t been tanned probably, hair and markings still evident on the beige spine, contrasting vividly against the sigil of lines and triangles tattooed upon the cover. With every flip of parchment, the oxygen in the hut became thinner, sucked away by an ever growing buzzing, until the orchestra of life outside could no longer be heard.

“Where did you get that?” I forced myself to ask. 

“Hmm,” Pierous glanced up. I pointed to the book and he smiled, tenderly stroking a thumb across the hairy spine, “this is my personal grimoire. It contains notes and secret goodies from each of my worldly adventures.”

“That’s great, but it doesn’t answer my question.”   

“Yeah,” Pogue piped in, “you didn’t have that in the cage, and Orden didn’t give it to you.” 

“You’re wrong. I’ve always had this with me, you just don’t want to know where,” Pierous tipped his head to the side and closed one eye, “unless you do, in which case I will show you-”

Possible human equivalents of Ratatoskr’s nature pocket flooded my mind. I shook my head rapidly, “Ew. I think we imagine for ourselves, thank you.”

“The mind’s eye is mother nature’s most devious creation,” Pierous said, his eyes sparkling as he continued flipping through the pages, “you both must understand that the ritual you are asking of me is extraordinarily taxing. It has been over a century since my final attempt. I first must scrutinize my notes to ensure there is no chance of a mishap.”  

“Of course. Take all the time you need,” I said. 

“Is there nothing you want us to do?” Pogue added. 

“Not particularly. Although,” Pierous glanced at me, “you’re a physician, correct?”

“More or less.”

Pierous nodded lazily and pointed towards Ilya, “examine the deceased for injury. There is little point in reviving somebody who will only then die of the same wounds that killed them. I will have to heal him with magic first.”

That made sense. I turned back to Ilya, only for my arm to almost be pulled from its socket as Pogue snatched it, his entire face darkened by a deep frown, “but you can’t,” he said, “you’ll turn his lungs to bone.”

“He’s dead, Shield. There’s no opposing energy left to calcify,” Pierous said without looking up from the grimoire. Pogue opened his mouth, apparently ready to argue, but swiftly closed it as his eyes fell upon Ilya. He released my arm and then surprised me by moving with me, tenderly holding Ilya up so I could remove his clothing.

What lurked beneath wasn’t pretty. Without the fear of future scar tissue restricting his breathing, Doctor Kira hadn’t bothered making the stitching’s holding Ilya’s chest cavity together presentable, and I regretted not stealing a scalpel as my dagger cut through the wire. Pouge audibly drew breath as I wiggled my hand inside. With no heart to pump it, the blood sat thick and stagnant, cold and black against my pale flesh. It was no wonder the healing tonics had done little to help. The internal damage was so severe it was incredible that Ilya had survived as long as he did. I withdrew my hand and wiped it clean on my already ruined tights, “his injuries are complex.”  

The grimoire slammed shut, and Pierous marched to the bench, pushing Pogue and me aside to peer down at Ilya. His hazel eyes lingered momentarily on the Ilvarjo sigil carved into Ilya’s left shoulder before he grunted and straightened up, “complex but repairable. Stand back,” we did as instructed, and Pierous held his hand out flat over Ilya’s chest, before closing his eyes. 

Quiet murmurings in an unknown tongue filled the room, and my skin started to itch as they increased in volume, sounding more like demands than simple spell craft. A golden glow caressed Pierous’ hand, dancing there like a twinkling star for a moment before pouring down to bathe Ilya’s chest. The itching increased, but my mind went soft, the gentle crashing of waves almost lulling me to dreams until silenced as Pierous stumbled away from the bench, swaying side-to-side as he struggled to remain on his feet. I immediately went to his side, looking him over as he weakly swatted my hands away. 

“It worked.”     

My attention was diverted so suddenly that I gave myself mental whiplash. Pogue was right. Where Ilya’s chest had been a grotesque hole sat pale skin, smooth as if never touched. I rushed to his side, looking down in awe. There was a scar there, thin and so light as if almost translucent. A small price to pay for the gift of life. Deities, I would’ve taken that scar for a fancy meal right then. All I could do was stare in amazement and pray that the internal damage was as pristine as the external healing appeared to be. Pogue seemed to have no such concern for in the next moment his arms wrapped tightly around me, pulling me off my feet and spinning around before planting a kiss on the top of my head. My pulse increased at his excitement, but I pulled away, returning to Ilya to push hair from his face, “can you heal his eye?”

“Sorry?” Pierous slurred. 

“His right eye,” I expanded, “it isn’t functional.”

Pierous groaned and exhaled before looking up, his left pupil larger than his right, “Give me a hand and I’ll take a gander,” Pogue took his outstretched hand and led him to the bench, assisting him to slump against it. Pierous leaned over, doing an excellent intimation of the breathing techniques we taught to expectant mothers, before gently parting Ilya’s eyelid. His face went green, “damn.”

The sound of unusually loud retching filled the room as Pierous pushed himself away from the bench. Pogue went green too, and I was afraid he was going to join the Warlock in spilling his guts, but he simply cupped his hands over his ears and closed his eyes while remaining by Ilya’s side. Forcing an expression Kira would’ve been proud of, I turned to the corner Pierous had retreated to with my hands on my hips, “you done?”

Pierous made one final gurgling sound before dabbing at his mouth with a silken handkerchief embroidered with the letters BD, “I believe so,” he shoved the handkerchief into his sleeve, “You can turn around now Shield.” 

Pogue did as he was told, cringing at the technicoloured mess on the floor. It didn’t bother me though, and I glared at the slumped warlock. “Wasn’t that slightly dramatic?” I asked, “I know it isn’t the prettiest thing, but it’s hardly the worst scarring in the world.”

“Silly girl, it wasn’t the scarring that nauseated me,” Pierous stumbled back to the bench and parted Ilya’s eyelid once more, “this wound is tainted by shadow magic. It is a closed art form, and my knowledge of it is limited. There is nothing I can do to cleanse its hold here.”

“Oh,” Pogue muttered. 

Pierous reached out and grasped his shoulder, giving it a gentle shake, “I’m sorry, Shield. On the bright side, it’s about time to begin the ritual,” Pierous picked up his grimoire and flipped to a dog-eared page, “I suppose you’ll want to know what to expect?” we nodded and he flipped the book around, tracing his finger along the sigils and foreign script that were inscribed in crimson ink around a diagram of a figure shrouded in black mist, “the ritual is divided into two stages. The first consists of entering the after in order to locate the soul of the deceased and entice it back to the body. This will take some time.”   

I squinted at the diagram as his finger circled around it, making it appear to almost move, but that must’ve been a trick of the light. Pictures didn’t move, “how will you find him?”

“Morphic resonance,” Pogue and I looked at Pierous, who sighed, “don’t you know anything? Every living being has their own distinct energy scent that connects the soul to the body. If one knows how to follow this scent, they can uncover the precise location of the deceased in the after. Simply put, the plan is to find your friend’s soul and persuade him back to the land of reality, but as I said, this process takes time. In my experience, the dead tend to congregate in places they frequented in life, so it may help to know where he took solace.”

Ilya had never mentioned any such places to me, and so I looked to Pogue. After all, he knew Ilya longer than I had, but his face remained blank, “Goonawarra or Caer Spiel?”

“The Ilvarjo village and the Ilvarjo catacomb for the Ilvarjo child? How insightful,” Pierous raised his eyebrows, “you don’t know this boy at all, do you?”

Pogue blushed and looked at his hands, “I’m sorry.”

The Warlock’s face softened slightly, and he patted Pogue’s shoulder, “It matters little, I’ll just need to ensure I follow his scent meticulously, but I always did enjoy a challenge, so don’t fret. Rarely have I encountered a soul who has left their homeland after death, and seeing as the Ilvarjo rarely leave Ascot even in life, I’m certain he’ll be close by.” He flipped the page over, displaying a diagram that would’ve been identical to the first if not for the mist flowing into the figure’s chest, “Now the second stage is the viral one. As soon as the soul has been lured, it must be bound. This can be dangerous, for if the dead does not wish to return to life they will resist with force. If this occurs, all that can be done is to first bind a second soul to the body in hopes it will encapsulate the first during the process. It is a solution that can backfire horribly, even without the struggle that accompanies the willing sacrifice of a soul.”

“Ilya won’t resist,” Pogue said with a smile. 

“You sound confident,” Pierous mused. 

“I don’t got no choice,” Pogue said, “I’ve gotta believe Ilya will want to come back to me.”

Pierous eyes softened, and he smiled, “how silly of me. Of course you don’t. If it’s any small comfort, every soul I’ve ever revived has jumped at the chance to return.” 

“Out of interest, how many souls have you revived?” I asked. 

Pierous scratched his chin with a hum, “about three.”

Oh goody.







Pierous had warned that the ritual would take time, but he hadn’t warned how boring it would be. Four long hours had come and passed, and the most fascinating thing to happen was the occasional spark erupting from the old geezer’s hands, his body shaking violently as the muttered chants momentarily became clearer. Each time Pogue or I would jump up, asking if our time to assist had finally arrived, only to be shooed away by an echoing voice that was nothing if not inhuman. The Warlock’s hands would then spread over Ilya’s body once more as the hut resumed its suffocating silence. So much for assistance. We could’ve slept through the ritual and nothing would have changed, except perhaps the pain I felt upon inhaling through my nose for once the adrenaline had passed it was difficult to tell if shards of glass were being sucked up with each and every breath. But what difference did that make when even the roots of my hair hurt?  

Pogue’s head rested against my shoulder, and he absentmindedly played with the silver maturity ring in his left earlobe as I adjusted the bandage on my thigh. What a mess we both were, but at least he’d managed to wash some of the fishy toad goop off. Deities, I would’ve sold my firstborn for a scolding bath at that moment, then my second born for a goose feather stuffed mattress. Was that all there was to being a hero? Not once in the fairy tales was it purely luck with a touch of madness that won the fight. If that’s all it was Pogue was welcome to the title. I became so caught up in that reverie that I didn’t even sense the spike in energy until my ears popped. 

The scent of burnt flesh was definitely high in the air, and it was coming from Pierous. The Warlock was glowing like a candle, aflame in the night. In what felt like a choreographed movement, Pogue and I were on our feet and rushing the bench, mouths moving together until our words blurred into one: is Ilya here? How is he? Is he back?  

A growl tore from Pierous’ throat as the glow intensified, “Not…now…he’s…. struggling.” 

“What?” Pogue almost yelled, “why won’t he come back?”

“That’s unimportant,” Pierous gasped as sweat dripped into his parted lips. The sparks intensified, flickering with brilliant crackles, “I… can’t bind him against his…will.” 

He was coming back whether he wanted to. I grabbed Pierous’ arm, ignoring the choked groan that slipped past his lips, and looked down at Ilya’s corpse, “tell him if he doesn’t come back I’ll blind my soul to his and we’ll have to share a body forever.”

“What?” Pogue grabbed my arm in an attempt to yank it away from Pierous but yelped as energy sparked his hand, “you’re not killing yourself too. We’ll figure it out.” 

That was an unexpected response. Through that horrible, horrible moment I felt the slightest flutter in my stomach, for I would never have guessed he cared, but it was my soul to give away, and he wasn’t about to tell me what I could and couldn’t do with it. I tightened my grip on the Warlock’s wrist, causing him to whither slightly, and looked to the Shield, “what do you suggest then? It isn’t like there’s a merchant for spare souls at camp we can go to,” or was there? Praying to every Deity -and even a few fictional ones- that Ilya wasn’t a liar, I released Pierous’ arm and turned towards the door, taking two steps at a time, “wait here. Don’t let Pierous release him.”

“Where are you going?” Pogue called after me. 

“To get a soul.”  

Pierous must’ve been artificially cooling that damned hut for the moment I stepped outside the dense afternoon air burnt my cheeks red, but that didn’t slow me for a second. Time was of the essence and nothing was getting in my way. Not the maze, not my aching body, not this time. 

Screams invaded my ears from every which direction, closing in and never ceasing as I rounded the final hedge. I clasped my ears tightly, refusing to have precious seconds stolen by the ghosts of the past until a familiar booming voice cut through the endless shrieks halting me dead in my tracks. That voice was real. 

On the opposite side of the hedge, Commander Ramsey was shouting, but all I managed to catch was the words dead, tent and missing. I gulped as the words replayed in my mind. We were in deep shit, but that was a problem for later. Right then only one thing mattered, and so I quickened my pace, only for a group of four guards to charge at me the moment my foot crossed the threshold. Parched and winded, there was no way I could outrun the elite Royal guard, but Ilya needed me. I needed Ilya. I held up my hands as they approached, “Look, I’m-”

They ran straight past me as if I wasn’t even there, as if I was invisible. Had Pierous…? No, no way. He was still focused on Ilya when I had left, he didn’t have the time or energy to cloak me from view like that. But why then would the…the question died on conception as I looked to my right.

 The nobs were in chaos.

 Finely dressed women shrieked wildly as a mob of children darted past in a blur, screaming and crying as their parents frantically tried to rein them in. One man managed to grab hold of a little girl before releasing the child wasn’t his and releasing her back into the wild, only for a red-faced lady to approach seconds later to slap his cheek.

Being so abnormally small had its advantages in such a chaotic scene as nobody appeared to notice as I slid across the back of the command tent. Hours had passed since I’d been there last, and I fully expected the hole to have been stitched, or at the very least heavily guarded, so I was half-relieved and half-offended on Ilya’s behalf to find swaying in the breeze. Nobody. Not a soul, not a whisper. It was if nobody cared but me. 

At least if nobody had discovered the body was missing there would be some relief from the heat inside. Silver linings in the small things, that was my motto. Only as I crawled inside the tent the same stale air hit my face. Everything was still. Quiet. Where had the loud yelling from earlier gone? More importantly, where were the rushing servants and guards who served that section of the command tent? I shook my head and stood up. There wasn’t time to worry about that. I was there for one reason, and one reason only, and it was sitting to my left. 

The Erebus sword hadn’t been moved at all. The patterned hilt, the bronze accents, the absurdly shiny and sharp blade… it was every bit a magical sword, the type you’d imagine from the stories. I stepped forward, unable to take my eyes off the blade. I had felt it before, but only then did I recognize the feeling. I needed that sword. It belonged in my hands. I hesitated before touching it, afraid of what might happen if I made any sudden movements. With nobody around to bear witness, would it react somehow? Lash out? Leap into my grip?   

It did nothing, and I exhaled in disappointment. Maybe it didn’t know that I knew, so feeling slightly foolish I withdrew the blade from its sheath and brought it close to my face, “I’m sorry, Erebus,” I whispered, “but Ilya needs your help.” Nothing. Sighing, I slung the straps over my shoulder, but was sure to keep one eye on open as I gathered the rest of Ilya’s weapons. 

Just in case. 

A deafening boom rocked the ground as I tightened the dagger belt, and the screaming stopped momentarily as fresh smell lingered in the air. There was no denying what it was. I knew that smell. I hated that smell. Adjusting the swords one final time, I scurried out through the hole as the screaming increased. That couldn’t be my problem right then. The scent of burning flesh would have to wait. 
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By the time I returned, the hut was bathed in a blinding blue light that was visible even from outside. It was impossible to see where Pierous stood with any precision, but I jumped down the stairs in a single leap, and blindly moved towards the overwhelming hum of energy. He was there, drenched in sweat that stuck matted black hair to a face that wrinkled before my eyes. Pierous looked up with a pained smile as I landed by his side, only for his expression to turn sour. 

“You were supposed to bring a soul,” he screamed over the increasing energetic drone.

“I did,” I unbuckled the swords from my back. Kazia fell to the floor as I thrust Erebus towards the Warlock, “the soul of an Ilvarjo is tethered to this.”

Pierous groaned as he ripped his shaking left hand from above Ilya’s vibrantly glowing corpse to snatch the blade. He held it up before unnaturally bright blue eyes, and scoffed, “is this a joke? This isn’t even a quarter of a soul,” he pushed the blade beneath his nose and inhaled deeply, “but what is here is purely umbrageous. That could be an advantage. You see, I believe I’ve identified the problem. Your friend appears to be located halfway between Ascot and the Umbra.” 

“Will it work?” Pogue’s disembodied voice called from within the migraine inducing light.

“I haven’t a clue,” Pierous shrugged, “the only way to find out is through trial and error.”

A strong wind tore through the hut, messing up both my hair and equilibrium as a century of dirt and bugs fell from the thatched roof. With more ease than should’ve been possible with a single hand, Pierous unsheathed Erebus and threw the blade into the air. It didn’t crash back down, instead sat there suspended in the wind by some unseen force, until the mossy steal began to glow grey. Pierous held his hand back out, and Erebus fell into it as gently as a feather. The Warlock closed his eyes and started to mumble. Suddenly there appeared to be at least a dozen people crammed into that tiny hut, all screaming and shouting over the wind, but not a soul speaking a tangible word. Pierous opened his eyes, and everything stopped. Pogue was standing beside me, barely appearing to breathe as Pierous opened his mouth and spoke.

“The spirit agrees, though it too has doubts in its ability to restrain your friend for long.”

“What does that mean?” I asked. 

“It means there is a high probability of failure,” Pierous stated calmly, “if that occurs there won’t be a body left to bury. And as for the both of you…well, the choice is yours.” 

Pogue looked at me with the entire ocean in his eyes. My own narrowed. There was only once choice, there always had been. He nodded, and looked to Pierous, “trial and error, right?”   

A grimace darkened Pierous’ face, but he nodded back and adjusted his hold on the sword, “as you desire,” grey sparks of lightning shot up and down the mossy blade, and Pierous cleared his throat, “it’s now or never, Erebus.”

He plunged the blade into Ilya’s chest, and the entire world was grey once again.







     I am Kilco.

A piercing buzzing was the first sensation I recognized as my body fought to fold in on itself when each muscle twitched in in synchronized spasm. With shaky arms, I forced myself to sit. The movement has been slow and deliberate, a necessity as my jaw clenched from the pressure of aches and pains, the likes of which I had never experienced before. 

I am Kilco, and this pain is for Ilya. 

At least I could remember. It made me feel a little better, knowing the reason I endured. The air smelled stale and faintly of cotton. Ah yes, what was his name? It didn’t matter. He was a scrotebag, and that’s what I would call him until I figured it out. Remaining stationary and blind probably wasn’t the smartest idea, so I dared to crack a lid open to observe the damage. 

  There was no flesh or blood, only shards of shattered moss scattered all around. It was likely more magical intervention than luck that we hadn’t each been sliced to ribbons in the blade’s wake. Groaning, I forced myself to stand. The scrotebag and the other one were still lifeless on the ground. And Ilya. I turned to the bench with bated breath. He was holeless too. Fluids and organs exactly where they ought to be and as lifeless as ever.

The scrotebag was the first move. Moaning, he lifted his head and blinked at me twice before glaring with pure contempt. He fell backwards into a sprawled eagle position, kicking the other one—Pogue?— on his way down. 

The other woke with a yelp and sat up, rubbing his hands together as his eyes roamed the room before settling on Ilya. 

He was up in seconds. 

Pogue rested two fingers against the side of Ilya’s neck, the deep frown darkening his face unchanging. Wanting to feel what he felt, I stumbled to the opposite side and pushed him aside. Nothing. Stillness.

 Pogue’s eyes flashed, his breath coming out in rasps as he spun to the scrotebag and growled, “it didn’t work, Pierous.”

“You sure?” The scrotebag who was indeed named Pierous asked before limply holding up his arm, “Kilco, won’t you be a dear and help an old man to his feet?”

No. Nope. No way. But with more effort than should’ve been necessary, I did. Pierous stumbled over to the bench. Breathing and sweating like a pig in heat, he pushed Pogue aside and reached for his grimoire, flipping through a few pages before placing two fingers against Ilya’s wrist with a sharp tsk, “you liars. There is a slight pulse.”

“What?” I pushed both men out of my way, unwilling to believe the ancient jerk knew better than me. Clasping my fingers around Ilya’s wrist, I paused. Nothing. Leaning in closer, I glared at the Warlock. How dare he call us liars when…cold air tickled my ear. I jumped back, heart racing as I moved my fingers closer to Ilya’s nose. There it was again, “he’s breathing!”

“Really?” Pogue laughed and flung his arms around the Warlock’s neck while repeating over and over “thank you. Thank you.”

“It was my pleasure, Shield,” Pierous said gently, “I could see how much the boy means to you. Not to mention, I’m benefiting too. Right Kilco?”

Pierous opened his spare arm to me. I cocked a brow. Group hugs were awkward in the best of times, but one with the Shield of Ascot and an enemy Warlock to celebrate breaking the laws of nature? Now that would be torture. I shook my head, “No thanks, I don’t need a hug.” 

Pogue’s cerulean eyes filled with tears, “yeah, you do.” 

Damn it, that cheater knew I couldn’t say no to those big puppy dog eyes of his, and with my face screwed, I allowed myself to be gobbled up by their arms. It would be lying if I said it wasn’t a little bit comforting. Just a bit. Warm tears wet my neck. Pierous pulled away, a deep frown on his lips, “There isn’t any need for tears, Shield.”

“There is,” Pogue said without wiping his face dry, “you just saved the most important thing in my life. I don’t know how to repay you, but I will. I promise.”

“Ah,” Pierous glanced at me and his jaw tightened. He shook his head, “none of that. There will be no promises or debts, just ensure your end of our agreement is honoured, and we will be considered even.”

Mm. At least he had enough shame not to milk it. That was something, at least. Wiggling out of Pogue’s grip, I moved to the bench and placed my finger on Ilya’s pulse. Still too soft, his skin too cold, “when will he wake up?”

“Impossible to say,” Pierous tucked his grimoire into the back of his shirt, but to where exactly I had no desire to know, “by design, death is a highly traumatic experience. His body needs time to readjust to the most basic of functions. Even breathing and circulation is concurrently an effort. It could be minutes; it could be months. It’s all dependent upon how stubborn he is.”  

“Then he might never wake,” I said.

“He’ll wake,” Pogue brushed his fingers through Ilya’s hair, “he won’t let something like death stop him.”

“I hope you’re right,” Pierous said through a yawn as he grabbed a large chunk of the Erebus sword, “but one thing’s for sure: this blade has gone bye-bye, and I’m going night-night.” He moved over to the window and flopped down into his spread-eagle position, “if you’ve any concerns kick me awake, but until then…”  

Unbelievable.

Pogue whispered sweet nothings into Ilya’s ear as throaty snores filled the hut. I brought my fingers to my mouth but paused at the grime blackening the nails. So familiar, yet so unwanted. I snatched my bag and pulled out Ilya’s clothes, digging into those instead as I thrust the material into Pogue’s arms, “dress him.”  

Pogue blinked as he struggled to juggle the sudden onslaught of cloth, “you okay?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“I dunno, you just seem-”

“I’m tired is all,” I cut him off and sat down on the bottom step, “dress him.”

Pogue wasn’t trained as I was and what would’ve taken me minutes to do took him an eternity. I drummed my fingers against my lips as the tight leather pants became stuck over Ilya’s hips. Something was off. Ilya was alive, and I’d done that, yet I wanted nothing more than to throw myself on the ground like a toddler and scream until my throat was raw. But I was happy. I was. Ilya was looking more alive with each passing second, colour returning to his skin and sweat slightly dampening his hairline. 

As Pogue finished buckling Ilya’s belt, I withdrew my dagger and marched over to grab Ilya’s arm. Pogue pushed me away, growling slightly, “What’s wrong with you?” 

“Nothing,” I said and attempted to take Ilya’s arm again, “he’s had his face covered all his life. He won’t appreciate waking up with it on full display. Let’s cover it.”

“Amicia has his mask,” Pogue said. 

“Hence why I have this,” I indicated to my dagger. Pogue’s eyes remained narrowed, but he stepped aside and watched closely as I rested the blade against the silk of Ilya’s shirt. It sliced through like butter, and the fire inside dimmed when I ripped the sleeve off whole, “sit him up.”

Pogue sighed but gently hooked his arms around Ilya’s waist and lifted him into sitting position. I nodded, tracing my thumb over the red sigil carved into Ilya’s arm. The was soft and warm, so vastly different to the cold stillness of his face. I folded the sleeve and moved behind him to tie the makeshift mask over his mouth. 

“K-kilco?” Pogue called shakily just as I tightened the knot. 

“What?” 

“Um-” 

Ilya’s entire body shook, dry coughs blocking out the Warlock’s snores. Rushing to the opposite side of the bench, I almost choked as lifeless red eyes stared back at me, “what did you do?” I demanded and punched Pogue’s shoulder. He yelped and jumped backwards, losing his grip on Ilya’s waist. The Ilvarjo didn’t flop like a sack of potatoes but remained upright as the coughing morphed into retching, as if Ilya’s body was attempting to expel its vital organs, lung-by-lung. 

“I-I didn’t do nothing,” Pogue stuttered. He covered his ears as I ripped the mask back down, praying that more air would calm the horrible noise. It continued for several more beats before Ilya managed to expel a frothy pink substance. On reflex, I held out my hand as it projected forth, almost gagging myself as wet mucus oozed through my fingers. A large hand grabbed my shoulder, and I swung around, aiming a punch at whoever owned it. 

It was only Pierous.

Ignoring me, he placed his hand on Ilya’s chest. The violent heaving calmed instantly, leaving the hut silent once more. “That was certainly more dramatic than expected,” Pierous said and looked at me with his customary tsk “my dear, why are you clutching a handful of sick?”    

Groaning, I wiped my hand on my dress. Dirt, blood, toad slime and now puke. There was no saving it. Pogue uncovered his ears and squinted at Ilya, “Sorry, but what was that?”

“Your friend’s brain just kick-started,” Pierous replied as he rested two fingers against Ilya’s pulse, “though it will be some time before he is walking and talking again, your friend is officially back in control. Congratulations.”

“And the vomiting?” I asked.

Pierous gave me a sympathetic look, “a mere confrontation between his brain and body. His bodily systems won’t hand over control laying down. Literally. I’ve calmed him for now, but once he begins again it’s probably best just to let nature run its course,” Nature had played no part in that. I waved my hand in front of Ilya’s eyes. Not so much as a twitch. It wasn’t right. Pierous touched my arm and smiled, “We should leave him alone now. My other rituals reacted similarly. If anything, he’s recovering at a remarkable rate, but returning to the living is still emotionally and physically taxing. Hopefully, Erebus will calm him before he-Watch out!”  

I was thrown off my feet as the air itself exploded. The dust hadn’t even settled before Pogue was back up and checking on Ilya. Pierous coughed and rolled off top of me. I wobbled onto my feet and held out my hand to him, “What was that?”   

Pierous grunted as he found his own feet, spitting onto the floor, “No idea.”

The entire right side of the thatched roof was on the floor, allowing the harsh wind and dregs of fading sunlight to pour inside. I swallowed, remembering the scene at camp earlier, and looked to Pierous, “so nothing to do with the ritual?”

“Absolutely not,” Pierous groaned and cracked his neck, “that felt more like an aftershock more than an energy wave. Like somebody trying to bring down a building.” 

“Or a gate,” Pogue looked to us with a scowl, “the camp’s under attack?”

“It would appear so, and whomever the Warlock is she’s exceptionally strong.”

“She?” I asked. 

Pierous blinked too slowly to cover up the flinch, “Shield, might I make a suggestion? Go and assist. Kilco and I will care for your friend.”

Yeah, like ignoring me would help. I was suddenly captured in a rib crushing hug, and Pogue pressed his lips against my ear, “I’m the Shield, if the camp’s under attack I’ve gotta go. Please, please take care of Ilya for me. I don’t trust the Warlock.”

“I will,” I whispered back, “with my life.”

And meant it. 







Pierous and I remained still as the hut shook once more. An hour had passed since Pogue had left and in that time the aftershocks had come regular as clockwork. They’d lost their shock value after the eight or nine time when the remaining roof stood strong. Ilya coughed, and I adjusted my grip on the wooden bucket to hold it beneath his mouth. His episodes came almost as regularly as the quakes. It seemed my life was unexpectedly thrust into a new routine. I didn’t much like it. 

When Ilya’s coughing failed to progress into vomiting, I placed the bucket down beside him and went to Pierous. The Warlock had been attached to his window as if by an umbilical cord for the better part of an hour, flipping page after page of that stupid book. Each aftershock was accompanied by an increasingly irritable sigh, but beyond that, he’d remained utterly silent. The grimoire still sent a shiver down my spine on sight alone, but it passed quickly if I didn’t focus too hard, and so that was my game plan as I poked Pierous’ back. No reaction. He remained white knuckled and still, the vein in his forehead straining viciously as if he was on the cusp of making some grand cosmic discovery. I poked harder, “what do you know?”

Pierous looked over his shoulder, owlish brown eyes blinking, “nothing more than you. Have I not been cooped up here?”

 “But you still know something I don’t,” I narrowed my eyes, “who is She?”

Pierous stared at me for a long moment before chuckling, “my dear, I know plenty that you don’t,” he slammed the grimoire shut and walked to the bench, looking at Ilya. He clicked his tongue, “but there are things even I cannot begin to comprehend. For example, why would you risk life and limb to save this boy? It makes sense why the Shield would, for he is obviously infatuated with him, but you’re not. Nor are you particularly fond of the Shield, so why?”

Unsure of how to answer such a question, I walked to his side and looked into Ilya’s face to see if I could find the answer there. I couldn’t, for there was no answer. All I knew was that I didn’t want to live if he couldn’t. After several long beats I shrugged, “he’s my friend.”

“No, you don’t know him. Not really,” Pierous stroked the sigil on Ilya’s arm, “I’ve seen many a strange thing in my life. I’ve seen Mariquil choke on water and Kaori warriors faint from heatstroke. I once even saw a Poota curled on its back like a pillbug after indulging in an entire trunk of honeycomb, but never have I seen a single child of the Ilvarjo remove their mask to bask in the glory of the sun. Tell me, do you understand what this sigil represents?”

“It’s the eye of the one true path.”

“Yes, but what is the eye of the one true path?” Pierous asked. I didn’t know. Nobody knew, the meaning having been so distorted by rumour and superstition that if you asked ten different people, you’d receive ten different replies. Pierous sighed, “the myth states that soon after the fall of the great technological empires, in a time when the Deities still spoke in mortal tongues, the Ilvarjo emerged into the deepest sands of the Kaori desert.

Blood-eyed and fair-skinned, they moved with stealth and deception in the way of the shadows, as comfortable in darkness as ghosts. They performed strange rituals by moonlight and practised even stranger magic. The Kaori took great offence to their presence in their desert and declared war upon them.

It quickly became known that the Ilvarjo did not follow a leader in the traditional sense, rather they followed their paths, and their paths drew them together as a race. They refused to name these paths, as was customary for other such Deities, of whom they knew nothing, and so they came to believe that they followed a higher power, for the path they followed was true.

Of all the races, the Ilvarjo are the most innately magical for truth is indeed a powerful force, though it can only be accessed in its purest state by those not yet corrupted by the lies of men. That’s why the Ilvarjo veil their children, for they are the vessels of truth whose visions must be followed as the keepers of the path. They hide their bodies and faces until the eve of their sixteenth birthday, upon which the crescent is added to the scarification, and only then are they permitted to cast off their coverings and feel the sun’s heat on their skin.” 

Another wave shook the hut, but Pierous and I refused to move as we stared at each other. That time I shrugged first, “why are you telling me this?”

“You’re a physician, correct?” Pierous snorted and shook his head, “What happens when an injury is corrected using healing magic?”

“If the patient doesn’t have adequate energy reserves to counteract it, the healing magic will overpower them, paralysing their natural life energy and turning it to bone,” I replied.

“In other words, there are consequences,” Pierous hummed as he stroked Ilya’s arm, “do you see the problem here?” he traced the circle of the eye, “this scar doesn’t have a crescent. Your friend is only a baby, isn’t he?”

“He’s fifteen.”

“Fifteen or five, it makes no difference. He is still veiled. I would never have agreed to revive him had I known. We have done him an unspeakable injustice,” Pierous dropped his hand and sighed, “to remain a vessel of truth would be a cruel fate for any adult, never mind a dark souled Ilvarjo assassin.”

Something bubbled inside of me at those words, “he isn’t dark.” Pierous laughed merrily, as if I had just told the grandest of jokes, and that only made the bubbling rise into my throat.

 “Oh princess,” Pierous sighed once his laughter died, “that wasn’t a moral judgement. When you live as long as I, you lose faith in the colour system. I’ve witnessed immense acts of love and kindness from those labelled as dark, and just as much cruelty from deemed vessels of light.”

“Well there is a fine line between good and evil, at least that’s what they claim.”

“But that then begs the question: exactly who are they?”

I rolled my eyes, turning around to grab my bag and pull out a flask of water. As if I was going to take moral philosophy from a notorious criminal. As if. Ilya was coughing again, and I placed the flask down to pick up the bucket instead. There was simply no rest for the wicked. Absentmindedly shoving it under his mouth, I almost fell to the floor when it was knocked away. Looking up, blue met dazed red. I jumped backwards with a gasp, “hello?”

Ilya winced and reached out for the bucket, and unsure of how to react, I handed it over and watched as he leaned over to spit. Huh. What did you say to an alive-again dead kid? I cleared my throat, “your name’s Ilya, right?”

He looked up at me for a moment, his face twisting into an expression that was somewhere between disapproval and disbelief, which spoke louder than words ever could’ve, before burying his face back into the bucket. At least we could cross memory loss off the list of worries. I didn’t know why I felt so displeased by that, “Um, Pierous…?”

“Ah, I see you’re awake,” Ilya’s head snapped up as Pierous approached from the left. The Warlock held up his hands and smiled, eyes flashing a baby pink. I stared at him, and he huffed, “what? It’s the most non-threatening colour I know.”               

    Typical. I pointed at the idiot Warlock and cleared my throat, “that’s Pierous. He’s the one who brought you back.”

“That’s right,” Pierous said as he gingerly moved beside me, “how are you feeling?”

Ilya looked up, blinking at our faces, “thirsty.”

“That’s unsurprising,” Pierous shoved my abandoned flask into Ilya’s hands before taking three steps back while he drank. If I hadn’t known better, I would’ve said Pierous appeared almost frightened of Ilya. But that was stupid.

Ilya finished the last of the water and dropped the flask, forcing me to scramble to catch it before it could hit the ground. As I placed it on the bench, a finger jabbed my chest. Ilya coughed slightly before rasping, “Kilco, where are we?”

“The maintenance shed in the maze.”

“…why?”

How to answer such a question. I looked at him, red eyes meeting mine with dazed intensity. Slowly, I took the bucket from his lap and placed it on the ground before covering his hand with mine. He didn’t pull away, and I smiled. He could handle it, I knew he could, “do you remember what happened?” Ilya nodded, raising our joined hands to his heart. I smiled, “The Shield and I-”

“Pogue?” he looked around with a frown, “where is he?”

“Outside somewhere. The camp was attacked and-”

“Sword.”

I blinked in amazement as all signs of confusion on his face instantly vanished, “sorry?”

“I need my sword.” 








  
  Twenty Seven

  
  
  Apotemnophobia

  
  
    [image: Chapter Separator]
  




Fear of amputees




The leaves above stood still. It was as if the Armoury itself understood that something important was happening right outside its hedges as after every droning boom shook the ground the leaves above would stop vibrating unnaturally quick, quiet and foreboding in their stillness.

My mouth, however, was not still. 

“Did you know clinical guidelines say that you should pass urine before being discharged?”  

Far from the first time since leaving the maintenance hut Ilya sighed, his grip on my hand tightening in an unsuccessful attempt to prevent me from stumbling into the weeds below as the hedges shook once more. Even through the darkness, I could feel his eyes on me. That was his problem. We had made a deal with the enemy to bring him back, yet there was not an ounce of gratitude. If anything, he seemed determined to throw the gift of life straight back in the horses face. No sooner had the dagger belt been buckled to his thigh than he was out the door. I was of the opinion to let him go. He didn’t know the maze, and by the time he found his way to the action yule would be upon us. Then Pierous had hissed in my ear that people in a panic were pre-conditioned to stupidity, and Ilya positively did not have the energy to teleport himself. And so, I had given chase, allowing each rumble to knock me flat onto my butt.

“I wasn’t hospitalized, Kilco. I died,” he spoke with unmistakable annoyance in his voice.

“I feel the same principles probably apply.”

There was yet another tired sigh as Ilya tightened his grip and pulled with more strength than should’ve been afforded to the newly revived, forcing me to stand least he snapped my wrist, “Kilco, now isn’t the time for principles. Left or right?” 

“Left,” I lied. 

He went right. My hand went loose in his. Pierous had brought the concept of truth to the forefront of my mind, and now I saw it in Ilya’s every movement. Or rather, he saw it in me. Ilya instinctively seemed to know when I was lying. I tried to tell him it was Monday; he knew it was Tuesday. I claimed a year had passed, he looked at me like I was insane. Had he always been able to do that? The very thought made my blood run cold. 

Another clammy drone buzzed through the air, bringing with it pained screams. They were easy to ignore when you focused on something else, but the bodies that lined the walkways as we drew closer to the entrance were less so. Dozens of them, all splayed across one another without so much as the dignity of a sheet covering. Try as we might, it was impossible to manoeuvre around them all without stumbling over a charred torso or severed limb once or twice. It did little to lessen the overwhelming smell of burning that relentlessly permeated the air, and only seemed to get stronger once we exited into chaos. 

It appeared like all of Ascot had been stuffed inside the command tent’s corral. Only a shield wall of nervous-looking foot troops and whatever magical forces prevented the Armoury from catching ablaze protected them from the horrors beyond the hedges. It was sweltering hot, and impossible to move three feet without taking an elbow to the face. Ilya’s grip tightened to sweaty iron, and he shouted something that I couldn’t make out over the pained cries of the injured mixed with the deafening crashing of metal. By some miracle, I could hear my mother barking orders somewhere in the distance. A comforting coldness rushed through my veins at the sound, enabling me to push against the panicked crowd with renewed strength.

If inside the corral was chaos, outside was carnage. Metal clashed against metal as fires spread between the branches, illuminating the blood-stained grass in red. Emerald fought black, the uniforms the only distinguishing feature between the troops and an enemy who was too pale of skin, and swinging too thick of blades, to be the legendary female warriors of the desert monarch from which Lord Deniliquin hailed. Yet, each black-clad soldier proudly displayed upon their chest the sharp eyes of the Kaori eagle. So there was some truth in the rumours of the surrounding nations taking the Priest’s side. Even for Kingdoms, at the top sat a lonely view.

Ilya tapped my shoulder, the material that covered his face moving, but any words he said were again lost to the pained screams of the dead and dying. I shrugged, and he leaned into my ear and shouted, “I said that you don’t have to come. Go find Doctor Kira and assist her.”

“Don’t be stupid,” I said and turned to push against the troops blocking our path, “of course I’m coming. What if something happens to you out there? You’re not even wearing shoes,” a hand grabbed my shoulder, and I swung around, “no, listen, I’m-”

“What is the meaning of this?” Commander Ramsey roared so clearly that several of the shield wall troops turned to stare with panic on their faces. Ramsey’s brown eyes were bloodshot and dazed as sooted blood dripping from a cut on his forehead, leaving him looking both haunted and fierce. Yet his outward exhaustion did nothing to hide the fear in his eyes as his hands tightened painfully around my forearm, “you? But Lady Ilana sent me a memo only this morning informing me that you had passed.”

“I’m no longer dead,” Ilya shouted. 

“No longer…,” Ramsey wiped his forehead with a manic cackle, “Clearly I’ve hit my head harder than first thought. I suppose I’m in a ditch somewhere, bleeding into my skull, and this hallucination is that final thing I’ll ever see before joining the after.”

Ramsey smacked himself in the head and Ilya grabbed his wrist, “I apologize, Commander. I wish we had the time to explain, but it’s vital to know where the Shield is.” 

“The Shield?” Ramsey looked towards the battlefield, “the last I saw of him, he was out in the field, escorting the Princess.”         

“Her Highness is out there?” Ilya asked. Ramsey nodded, and Ilya followed his gaze, looking out just in time to see a black armoured troop lose his head, “whatever for?’

“We were moving her to a safe location when the enemy broke through the gate,” Ramsey replied, “You of all people understand what she is like. There was nothing we could say to persuade her to continue on while her citizens were in danger.”

“We must get out there,” Ilya said.

Ramsey nodded and straightened his back before raising his hand with a shout. Though not a word was spoken, the two troops directly before us separated, creating a space barely big enough for Ilya and me to squeeze through. Ilya grabbed my hand and stepped forward, only to be blocked by Ramsey’s arm. The Commander looked back at the two of us with a smile that awkwardly stretched his scar, “be careful out there. Your mother is vital to the success of this war, and I’m not convinced she’d survive losing you too.”

Ilya’s hand tightened on mine as he nodded, “she’d be fine, but thank you. You too.”

No sooner had we stepped foot outside the corral did the shield wall close behind us, but Ilya didn’t appear to notice as he pulled me down the hill. The fire in the darkness made it near-impossible to comprehend what was happening as we ran. People were screaming. Blood was spraying, oozing, dropping, and yet I was deaf and blind to everything but the crashing glow.

“Watch out.”

Something grazed my ear as a hand shoved into my back, sending me tumbling to the ground and landing right atop a brown-skinned boy. Armoured in black and gold, his wide dark eyes became increasingly prominent as the colour drained from his face alongside the blood pouring from an above the knee amputation. Deities, he couldn’t have been much older than us. War was a cruel master who made no concessions for the young, loved and needed. Something gurgled to my right, and then a second black-clad soldier fell to their knees with a dagger protruding from their chest. The blood steamed in the night air. 

“How did you see him?” I asked. 

“I told you, I see clearer in the dark than you,” Ilya leaned down and twisted the dagger until the soldier ceased moaning and twitching before removing it. He straightened with a hiss.

“You’re not injured, are you?”

“No, I have a stitch is all. Here,” he squeezed his right flank before limping over to help me to my feet. He leaned down, pulling his dagger across the amputee’s neck. The boys’ eyes widened, and I watched as panic, fear, and finally realization of death pass through him in a matter of seconds. Gone, just like that. It didn’t leave the impression that some people claim.  

Twice more we had to stop for much of the same. Ilya killed without hesitation, without blinking, and sometimes without even stopping. It was little wonder the Royal family had weaponized him. At the bottom of the hill, where the poorer merchants and displaced citizens had set up camp, a pair of Ilvarjo were escorting a group of dazed and bloodied women away from the burning tents. Ilya pulled on one of their arms, whispering a few words that I couldn’t even begin to decipher. The Ilvarjo replied only in hand movements, punctuated by pointing to the left. Ilya’s breath audibly hitched in his throat and he spun around, barely pausing to take my arm before sprinting with renewed energy. Every few metres, he would throw a dagger, but no longer paused to retrieve them. It soon became apparent why. 

“I believe you were instructed to clear this area,” Princess Amicia’s voice was almost cocky as she said those words considering she had only four Royal guards, a single Ilvarjo, and her scaled ivory armour to protect her from the dozen black and gold-clad soldiers surrounding her.

“We had, Your Highness, but they came over the walls,” the Ilvarjo explained, “please allow me to evacuate you to the safety of the Armoury.”

Amicia adjusted her grip on the golden sabre in her hand and shook her head, “No, I shan’t. We will remain and fight. They must pay for what they’ve done here tonight.”

“Your Highness-” 

The Ilvarjo’s pleads were lost to a burst of booming laughter as the largest human I had ever seen stepped forward. Thick scars criss-crossed his bald head, making his scalp appear little more than an exposed brain. He lifted a heavy hatchet into the air, causing the remaining soldiers to join in his laughter, “Big words from such a fancy girl,” he bellowed, “let’s see you back them up.” The laughter increased in volume, only to abruptly die as an ominous snarl broke the air. Like a wolf in the dead of night, Pogue emerged from behind the tents. The inhuman glint in his eyes made them almost appear to glow in the light of the flames. In a single swoop, the Casteel Sword was in his hands, fingers flexing and unflexing around the hilt. The giant displayed yellowed teeth in a smirk, “and an ornamental Shield. We’ll eat good tonight boys. Charge.” 

It was impossible to tell who was who as emerald and black merged into one with a clatter of swords, shields, and maces. Ilya took the final dagger from his belt and straightened up, clutching his side as he stepped from the safety of the tree we hid behind. I grabbed his shirt and pulled him back. “Let go,” he snapped and pushed me away.

“No,” I hissed, “even if you could walk without holding your side, Pogue would be focused only on you if we step out now. You’re a liability.” Ilya winced in a way that didn’t seem to be caused by his stitch and glanced over to fight as one of the Royal guards severed an artery in the leg of one soldier. Ilya crossed his arms and nodded, pulling back into the shadow. 

It was for the best really, as Pogue had already bitten off more than he could chew. The giant grinned as he windmilled his hatchet above his head, closing the distance between them before bringing it down. Had Pogue been any lighter the blow certainly would’ve carved him in two, but he managed to bring the Casteel sword up at the final moment to block it and jump back with wide eyes, only for the giant to immediately lunge into another series of attacks without so much as a moment to recover.

Pogue had little choice but to dodge, duck, and roll out of the way of the giant’s hatchet. Under different circumstances, I would’ve enjoyed watching him rely upon the fighting style he had so severely scolded me for, but in that moment I could barely find breath, and lost what little oxygen I had when an unexpected forward roll caused the hatchet to become embedded in the bloodied grass, forcing the giant to pause his movements to rip it free. A second was all Pogue required. With impressive accuracy the Casteel sword was brought down upon the base of the hatchet, separating blade from handle. The giant’s reaction was slow as he looked up, gulping to suddenly find himself staring down the pointy end of the world’s most infamous blade. He fumbled in his pocket, withdrawing a puny knife, but it was too late. Bone and flesh parted effortlessly with a flick of the Casteel sword, the giant’s deformed head falling to the ground with a thump.

Somebody screamed.

 My head snapped towards the sound, and I almost wished it hadn’t. I’d been so preoccupied with what was happening with Pogue that I’d failed to realize an identical scene was happening with Amicia until the disembodied head of her guard was staring me in the face. The Ilvarjo circled the Princess, keeping themselves between her and the short, surefooted soldier who mimicked their movements, but Amicia appeared more interested in wiping ferociously at her bleeding mouth than assisting in the process. 

Pogue growled and leapt forward, swinging at the masked attacker. They ducked effortlessly before popping straight back up. Again, and again, they flurried and feinted, dancing around Pogue with one hand behind their back and their weight evenly distributed between their feet, so similar in style to those elegant sword sports the nobs were so fond of. Without effort, Pogue blocked a blow from their sabre, only for the fighter to kneel to one knee and swiftly withdraw a needle from their boot. They stabbed it into Pogue’s knee. 

Pogue howled in pain, “fight with honour, damn it!”

The fighter froze and glanced up, seeming confused at the unexpected scolding. Pogue took full advantage and kicked out, catching the fighter below the chin and forcing them onto their butt. Pogue’s enormous right hand encased their neck, his left balling up and punching them once, twice, in the face. The fighter dropped onto their back, and I couldn’t retain the gasp that escaped at the unprecedented display of rage. It was just so…brutal.      

Everything went still, and for a moment I thought that was it. They’d witnessed the wrath of the Shield, and that was it. Life is never that simple. From the shadows, another figure emerged, clapping slowly and deliberately with each step. Their armour was identical to the rest, with the exception of a heavy helmet that was decorated with a golden beak and talons. They came to a stop only steps from the Ilvarjo, clapping one final time in an almost mocking manner, “Princess Amicia of Ascot,” they called loudly in a deep voice, “your guards have fallen. Surrender now, and King Deniliquin will show mercy to your subjects,” Pogue growled and moved to step forward, only to stumble at the weight of the needle still embedded in his leg. The beaked soldier turned towards him and chuckled, “I see the Shield is present also. The King will be most pleased.”

“Screw you,” Pogue snarled.

The beak laughed and clapped once more, “this is your one opportunity, Shield. The King has only requested that the Princess be captured unharmed. No such provisions have been made for you. Drop your sword and take the knee,” Pogue spat on the ground by the beaks feet. He sighed and looked to the other soldiers, “unarm the Princess, then unmask her pet. The blood-eyes whore hasn’t been located yet, we can use it to lure her,” he tipped his head and snorted, “kill the Shield.”    

Pogue’s eyes narrowed, and he hobbled forward as the soldiers closed in around them. Ilya shifted. I grabbed his shirt, but that time there was no stopping him, and he all but dragged me with him as he stepped out from behind the tree and flicked his dagger. It spiralled through the air before hitting the soldier closet to Pogue in the neck. Everybody turned to us as Ilya withdrew Kazia, the wind choosing that moment to pick up and blow his hair majestically in the moonlight. Typical. Ilya back from the dead not even an hour and mother nature was bowing over to make him beautiful, while I stood beside him looking like a Baba Yaga coated in blood, vomit and toad guts. Never let it be said that the Deities didn’t love the pretty ones best. Was it really any wonder the remaining soldiers all appeared to pale at our sudden appearance? Some even took a couple of steps backwards, as if seeing a ghost. Which, in essence, they were. 

“What are you morons doing?” the beak shouted, “it’s just another blood-eyes and… girl?” and with that said, he too paled. I didn’t blame him. We must’ve been quite the unexpected sight.

In contrast, Pogue’s face lit up brighter than the night sky, such a stark difference to Amicia’s shocked look which quickly dissolved into tears, “About time you woke up,” he exclaimed. 

Ilya stared at him for a moment before frowning, “are you alright, Your Highness?” Amicia tears only increased, and Ilya’s face twisted. He glared at each enemy soldier individually, “which one of these spineless miscreants would dare to lay a finger on Ascot’s rightful heiress?”

“Enough,” Beak yelled as the soldiers all looked at one another, “kill them. Kill them both.”

Nobody moved. Ilya looked at the Ilvarjo and said something sharp. They nodded and took the crying Princess’s hand before grabbing the Shield by the shoulder. Beaks face reddened, but none of the soldiers moved to stop them as they passed. The moment they arrived by our side, the Ilvarjo released both Amicia and Pogue to unbuckle their dagger belt, silently passing it over to Ilya before leaning into my ear, “you look like shit.”  

“Get Her Highness to safety while I finish off these monsters,” Ilya said before I could retort. Pogue opened his mouth, but Ilya hissed before he could speak, “do not argue with me. You’re injured, you’re no help.” Pogue’s eyes narrowed, but he nodded and swung his arm around my neck.  

“Don’t let them leave,” Beak shrieked, “kill the Ilvarjo and the girl. Take the Princess.”

But nobody followed us up the hill. 
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Fear of the colour red




The battle was coming to a victorious end as we reached the top of the hill, but that wasn’t enough to stop the Princess from crying. The heads of troops everywhere turned towards us as we passed by, pausing in their dousing of flames to stare at their beloved leader in tears. More than one balled up their fists, eyes narrowing as they took in the Ilvarjo trying their best to soothe a Princess who didn’t want to be comforted. An emerald coated Poota took a step forward, but Pogue nodded towards him and gently took Amicia’s arm to pull her behind the trunk of a large tree before embracing her. 

“It’s okay now,” Pogue said while stroking her hair, “everyone is safe now.”

“It’s not okay,” Amicia cried as she attempted in vain to free herself from Pogue’s embrace, “didn’t you see their reaction? It isn’t true, Pogue. What Deniliquin claims cannot be.”

“I know it’s not,” Pogue said. He looked over at the Ilvarjo and me before leaning to whisper in Amicia’s ear. I glanced at the Ilvarjo, but they merely shrugged and pushed off the tree to approach the Princess and Shield. 

“Your Highness,” the Ilvarjo said, and gently placed their hand on America’s shoulder, “please calm down so I can escort you to safety.”

“No,” Amicia slapped their hand away, “you haven’t any idea what has just occurred.”

The Ilvarjo looked back to me, their red eyes unreadable, before gingerly placing their hand back on her shoulder, “I do, Your Highness. Isn’t it a good thing that Ilya is no longer dead?”

Amicia spun around so fast that the scales of her armour flared right along with her nostrils as she looked the Ilvarjo over with wild eyes, “what did you just say?” she demanded. The Ilvarjo’s hand dropped as if the Princess burnt and looked to the ground, only to freeze entirely as Amicia grabbed the folds of their mask, “I asked you a question, Mercy. Who went behind my back and informed you that Ilya had died? Did you have a hand in this?”

“No, Your High-” 

The sound of flesh meeting flesh rejuvenated so clearly even through the material of the mask. Amicia’s pretty mouth twisted into a hideous scowl as she drew her palm back and folded it into a fist. “You wouldn’t lie to me, would you, Mercy?” Amicia asked through gritted teeth, “you’ve seen what happens to liars. Lying is unforgivable. It goes against the paths. Every.Single.Path.” 

Amicia drew her fist back, but Pogue caught it before she could strike. “Stop,” he demanded in a voice deeper than usual, “She didn’t do nothing. It was Kilco and me.”

“Kilco and…” Amicia broke off with a shrill laugh, grinning like a banshee as she looked between us with fresh tears flooding her eyes, “you haven’t any idea what you’ve done. You-”

“Your Highness?” The grin dropped from Amicia’s face as she turned to look at Ilya and the bleeding soldier being dragged along behind him. The black armoured man gave a pained cry with each and every step. It was easy to see why. His left Achilles tendon was neatly sliced, his ankle protruding outwards with a sickening crunch as Ilya lifted him to stand through a scream of agony, “is this the one who struck you?” Without even glancing at the man, Amicia nodded. Ilya’s eyes narrowed. He looked to the sobbing man and cleared his throat, “what do you have to say for yourself? The Princess is merciful. If you ask for clemency, she may find it in herself to forgive you.”

“Clemency?” The soldier attempted to chuckle, though all he achieved was blowing bubbles of snot, “it isn’t me who needs clemency. You’re helpless out here. Outnumbered. Sitting ducks. It’s only a matter of time before King Deniliquin destroys this camp for good, and when he does, you’ll curse the Deities that they didn’t take your Princess on this night. Oh, I can only imagine the things my King will do. It will be glorious.”

“You’ve chosen a dark path,” Ilya said and swiftly brought Kazia down, slicing through an unfortunate area for any male. The soldier howled a cry the likes of which I had never heard as he dropped to roll in the grass and clutch at himself.  

“You little prick, you’ve cut off my-”   

Whatever colourful description he intended to spew was lost forever as Ilya brought Kazia down again, severing the head for the neck in a single cut. Sighing, he squatted down and swatted the twitching head away before wiping the blade clean on the dead man’s pants, “nobody threatens the Princess and survives to brag about it,” he muttered before straightening up. He looked at the four of us with brow furrowed, “I apologize for- ‘' Amicia crashed into his chest, squeezing so tightly that I felt genuine concern for Ilya’s ribs. He winced before gingerly hugging her back, “Your Highness?” 

“Ilya, I… you-” 

Everything else she said was covered up by nasally sobs. The furrowing of Ilya’s brow deepened, “I’m sorry, Your Highness.”

Amicia pulled back and looked at him with a deep sniff, “for what?”

Ilya blinked and tipped his head to the side before shrugging. He looked at Pogue and me, shaking his head, “I’m sorry, but if it’s alright by you, I must urgently speak with Kilco and the Shield in private. It’s something that cannot wait.”

Amicia turned to look at us too, her eyes flashing darkly before she pulled away with a nod. Wiping excess fluid from her face, she motioned towards Mercy, “That’s fine. We shall go and watch over the troops. I must pray over the dead regardless.” Mercy pushed off the tree and went to Amicia’s side, hissing something in Ilvarjo as she passed Ilya. His eyes narrowed, but he didn’t say anything, merely crossing his arms and waiting for them to kneel beside the first corpse before stepping in front of Pogue. For a long moment they simply stared deeply into each other’s eyes before Ilya raised his fist and punched him between them. 

“Deities calling!” Pogue exclaimed as he stumbled backwards, “what was that for?”

Ilya didn’t respond as he turned on me. I closed my eyes, anticipating my own strike, but all that arrived was a hoarse voice in my ear, “I’m not going to hit you because my mother has taught me to never harm those unable to defend themselves, but know that in my mind I’ve punched you in your fat mouth. Twice.”

Why twice? He’d only punched Pogue once! I hadn’t done anything more or less than he had, not unless he knew. Oh sweet Deities, please don’t let him know. I dared to open my eyes as Ilya leaned heavily against the trunk, covering his face with his hands and breathing deeply, “you both have no idea what you’ve done to me.”

Pogue reached out to touch Ilya’s shoulder and gasped as if physically stricken when he was shrugged straight off, “W-we brought you back,”  

“We saved your life,” I said, and walked over to also grab his shoulder, digging my nails into his exposed flesh when he attempted to shake me off too, “most people would say thank you.”

“No, you don’t understand,” Ilya yelled. He grabbed my wrist and twisted, forcing me to let go before he snapped it. The moment I did, he raised his hands to forcibly tug on his bangs, “I’m supposed to be dead; it was my time to die. By forcing me back you’ve completely eradicated my paths. There will be grave consequences.”

Pogue slapped Ilya’s hands away from his hair, growling as blonde strands came away with them, “that’s all you’re gonna talk about, your paths?”

“What else is there?”

Pogue moved his jaw with a bitter laugh, “Well, how about thank you, or I love you, or maybe just how are you? Anything besides your stupid paths.”

Ilya stared for a moment before tipping his head back and wiping his eyes, “Pogue-”

“What’s going on over here?” Amicia shouted as she dragged Mercy by the arm towards us. The tension in my chest expanded, and I sunk beside Ilya against the tree. A nosey Princess was the last addition that moment needed, but it would be pointless trying to tell her that if I intended to keep my head through the night, “what happened?”

“Nothing,” Pogue crossed his arms over his chest, “everything’s good.”

“Then why did Ilya strike you?” 

Although the question had been directed at Pogue, Amicia turned to stare expectantly at Ilya. He swallowed and straightened up, “I, um…,”

“Perhaps I can offer some insight, Your majesty,” an insufferably average figure emerged from beyond the shadows of the tree line, and I sunk even lower. Great, perfect, superb. An irate Princess and an enemy Warlock in a moment of crisis. What could go wrong?

“You,” Amicia shouted, pointing her finger in the Warlock hunting ways of old. Oh right. That. “How have you managed to escape the Armoury? What have you done with my spies?”

“I haven’t the faintest idea as to the whereabouts of your spies,” Pierous said and raised his hands, “as for my presence here, let’s begin with the Shield releasing me from my cage.”

Amicia turned towards Pogue so quickly that her accusatory finger didn’t even have time to drop. I half expected her to begin chanting the ancient rhyme of witch, witch, you’re a witch, but all she did was gasp, “Pogue, tell me it isn’t true.”

“I had to. That was the only way to get Ilya back,” Pogue looked towards Ilvarjo with tear-stained eyes as a unit of young foot troops sped past us down the hill, cartwheeling and whooping as they went. It was such a stark difference to the mood in our own little huddle, I almost wanted to peace out and join them. Rolling in the blood of your enemies was preferable to swimming in the tears of your friends anyhow. Pogue shook his head, “I see now that was a big mistake.”

Pierous clapped Pogue’s shoulder with a sigh, a gentle smile spreading across his lips, “Look, I understand it’s been a stressful day for us all. Everybody is exhausted and emotions are running high, so I cordially suggest that we return to the big tent, have a nice cup of tea, and wait for this all to blow…bugger.”

“Pardon?” Mercy asked. 

“I said bugger. Get down.”

Though the Warlock agitated me beyond all recognition, I trusted him enough to drop at his word. Pogue went down beside me as Ilya and Mercy struggled to drag Amicia to the ground before covering her with their bodies. Nothing happened. The celebratory singing and cheering filled our silence, blocking out the pained noises of the injured, dying and grieving. Their exhilaration did nothing to cover the scent of death that tickled my nose, which mixed repulsively with the acidic scent of…raspberry drops? No sooner had the thought entered my head than my skin sweltered in an itchy sweat. Pierous dropped beside me, his face almost leathery as he stared intently into the field. A metallic zing cut through the air and everything went silent until the sounds of agony returned, accompanied with a nearby gurgling, as the troops started to wither. They clutched their middles, mouths opening in screams silenced by the streams of lifeblood that joined the crimson rivers that leaked through the joints of their armour as their tops separated from their bottoms, falling to the grass like sacks of meat.

The howls were profound, all-consuming, yet among them a whistle was clear as crystal. A tiny figure, cloaked in a red woollen jacket, emerged from the massacre kicking something with the toe of their boot. I squinted and felt immediate regret. A battered human head, the silver helmet still sat proudly in place, used as a children’s ball. It was…messy. Bloody. Nothing that all the medical education in the world could ever have prepared me for. Pogue growled and shifted, only to be pushed down by Pierous. 

The Warlock stood with a sigh, cracking his knuckles one by one, “stay down. Stay hidden,” he said, voice already hoarse, “I’ll deal with this one,” his dull blue eyes remained trained on the figure as he stepped out from behind the tree and cleared his throat. The figure stopped in their tracks, head cocking to the side as they gave their grotesque toy one final kick before turning to face Pierous. He clapped his hands together and rubbed them, “I wish that I could claim this an unexpected surprise, but in truth, I have been expecting your arrival since my imprisonment here. Since I learned of your survival,” the figure raised a gloved hand and clicked, a purple energy ball appearing in their grasp, and with all the effort of swatting a fly, they flicked it at Pierous. The Warlock sighed and waved his hand in front of his face, and with the light scent of cotton and frangipani, the orb flew off course into a tree, enlightening it in flames. 

“Come now. You know better than to use party tricks on me,” Pierous sighed, “look at you. To think my greatest wish was that you’d moved on and abandoned the admirable quest of ridding the world of my essence. I see how foolish that was. I’m disappointed in you, Attica.”

The figure ripped off their hood with a growl. Somebody gasped, and I would’ve liked to join them, but my body was frozen in place at the familiar horror that red hood had hidden. A young girl, no older than fourteen. The fullness of her cheeks, the curve of her nose, the blue of her eyes. I knew that girl, better than I knew anybody. Her upper lip was slightly fuller, her brow a higher, and the black of her hair lit up like an oil spill whenever the light of the fire hit it, but right down to the freckles, that face stared back at me in the mirror each morning. Somebody shook my shoulder and whispered something, but I couldn’t comprehend anything other than how ugly my face looked as it twisted into a scowl.

“You’re disappointed in me?” the girl with my face spat in a foul tone that didn’t match the youthfulness of our twin face, “you miserable fool. When I’d heard that you’d joined forces with King Deniliquin, I believed you rendered untouchable, yet here you are cowering in the forest. You never could face adversity head-on, that’s why you needed to kill me in Ballan.” 

With a sharp yell, another purple orb appeared in Attica’s hands. Pierous didn’t move an inch as the energy came hurtling towards him. He sighed once more, face drooping in a sad, exhausted expression, as it hit his chest, engulfing him in flames that quickly died down. Pierous stood where he had always been, unsigned and unhurt as the smoke faded to nothing. He smiled softly, “Cowardly as I may be, it appears that you are still unable to harm me. Odd,” he took two steps forward, “I am severely dehydrated right now. You must be able to sense that, yet all you do is throw pretty fireballs. Why is that? Could it be that somewhere deep inside you still harbor love for me?” 

Attica barked an almost impish laugh and took three steps forward. Pogue moved to stand, only to fall back down with a whine as Ilya flicked the needle embedded in his leg. His red eyes glowed in the fire as he glowered at the Shield, “don’t be ridiculous. You cannot go out there, that girl will slaughter you.” 

“Shut up,” Pogue shoved him away, “I don’t care what you say.”

“Quiet, both of you,” Amicia snapped, “something is happening.”

Out in the field, Attica had parted her feet and tipped her head back, the impish laughter grated like unoiled gears, “love?” she shrieked, “your hope is adorable. I’ve nothing but disdain for you, old man. The only reason you still draw breath is that you’re the only one who knows the process. Once you share it with me, you shall die.” 

“I see you are still the same incorrigible little girl you’ve always been, Attica,” Pierous said and held out his palm. A flash of black lightning exploded into it, and he twisted upwards as his grimoire flashed into existence, “but that secret will die with me, whenever that happens to be. If it’s tonight, so be it, but where will that leave you?” he clenched his fist and the grimoire disappeared, “enough of this needless crusade. I am, as always, ready to forgive and forget.”

“SHUT UP,” Attica held out her hand. The acidic scent of raspberry drops became nauseating. Pierous stumbled backwards, but never hit the ground as he was thrown several feet through the air, lifting and dropping over and over again like a sadistic carnival ride. Finally, he fell to the dirt with a thud, bleeding profusely from his nose as Attica stood over him. She leaned down and poked his head with an ugly grin. MY ugly grin, “last chance, old man. Tell me.”

Pierous spat a mouthful of frothy blood on the ground with a cough, “never.” 

He flicked his hand upwards, and a flash of grey hit Attica in her chest, sending her sprawling backwards onto her butt. Attica blinked, her pale face going red, before throwing back her head in laughter, “that’s the best you have? You warned me that you were dehydrated, but even for you that’s pathetic,” she knelt up and clicked as the largest orb of energy I’d ever seen grew rapidly in her hands. My ears rang with the overwhelming static as both Ilya and Pogue clasped their own, sensitive organs not prepared for something so loud and sustained. Attica brought it to her face and licked her lips, “die.”

Pierous blinked owlishly at the energy as it barrelled straight towards him before getting to his feet with an unexpectedly graceful somersault and opening his arms as if to embrace death itself. The energy ball stopped, suspended in thin air only inches from his heart. The buzzing was so overwhelming that it must’ve been shaking the roots of the Armoury itself. The orb started to shrink, and Pierous looked sadly at Attica until the energy ball was small enough that I could no longer see it even when squinting. Pierous shook his head. 

Attica yelped, her face losing all colour as she tumbled to the side. Immediately, she tried to scramble back to her feet. Only, she found trouble in doing so, dropping time and time again until all she could do was sit and stare at Pierous with wild eyes, “what did you do to me?”

“I’ve attacked your inner ear,” Pierous groaned, “your balance may be off for a few days.”

“Bastard,” Attica shrieked. She fumbled awkwardly to her side and pushed upwards, managing to rise to unsteady feet where she clicked her fingers. Yet another orb appeared, her eyes narrowing as she threw it, only to widen in a way that might’ve been comical under any other circumstance as the energy veered off course into an already burning tree. Attica threw back her head and released a high-pitched sound that could only be described as a squawk as Pierous fell back into the grass with a laugh. For a moment it all felt like a bad dream, and I would’ve giggled too had a loud horn not cut through the haze. 

“Draw, you bastards,” somebody called, “secure the fences and locate the Princess.”

“Infantry, forward.”

Attica’s head jerked to the right, almost causing her to tumble over. She managed to straighten herself at the final moment, but the twisted look on her face didn’t change as the war cries drew closer. For Princess Amicia, for Queen Anihita, and the roars of the Poota who didn’t call for anybody in particular, yet were the most formidable of all. Attica stared down the immobile Warlock, and against the laws of the universe, her face twisted even further, “damn it.”

Pausing to kick Pierous in the ribs one final time, Attica held out her hand while mumbling something under her breath before clapping. The ground caved in, revealing a blinding white whirlpool of light, and with one final glance at Pierous, she stepped into it. The portal collapsed in on itself just as the first rain of arrows were released on the spread-eagled Pierous. Pogue and Amicia were on their feet in an instant, rushing out from behind the tree and waving their arms as the sound of wood against wood twanged. Mercy watched them go before saying something I couldn’t understand. Ilya unbuckled the belt from his thigh and handed it to her. She patted his knee and looked at me. 

“Thank you.” 

I blinked, watching as she went to join her Princess. There wasn’t much to be thankful for at that moment. Attica had taken the raspberry drops with her, leaving only the stench of blood, excrement, and other unmentionable substances lingering in the air. As the troops closed in around Pierous their feet slipped and stumbled over dead bodies and mud that had been churned from blood. The Warlock himself was lounging atop a dead Poota with an arrow protruding from its stomach and a mace lodged in its head. Tales of the heroic battles of the past had never mentioned those details before. It made my throat hurt. I didn’t want to go out there—who would? — but there wasn’t any choice, so ignoring the burning in my muscles and lungs I went to stand. Ilya didn’t move. 

“You alright?” I asked. 

“Fine,” his eyes remained on Pogue for a long moment until he brought a hand up to rub at his face. He blinked at me, eyes looking every bit as haunted as my insides felt as he gracefully got to his feet and brushed off his knees, “come on.”

It appeared the cavalry had ridden out to join the infantry in surrounding Pierous by the time we got there, the flags of all eight provinces being circled around on armoured horseback as dozens of troops aimed their sharp and pointies at the Warlock. Bit of an overkill considering he could do nothing but lay helplessly on the ground, his head lulling side to side.

“Thank you. Oh, sweet Deities, thank you,” Pierous repeatedly mumbled before raising his head once the field medic finished roughly shoving gauze up his nose, “Princess?”  

“Yes?” Amicia squeaked, pausing her scolding of one of her guards to cautiously face him with wide eyes.

“Inappropriate though it may be to ask, I was hoping you would grant me an audience?”

“I… suppose so.”

“Superb. That’s just wonderful,” Pierous fell back with a satisfied sigh, “now if it pleases Her Ladyship, I think I shall pass out.” And just like that, he did.
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Fear of midnight




The battle was over, yet the night drew long as the atmosphere of fear and anxiety which had swamped the camp shifted into one of drunken celebration and tear-filled mourning. The higher up the hill we walked, the quieter the slurred folk songs became, drowned out by the rasped breaths of the dying and wails of the newly bereaved.   

We’d been lucky. The attack hadn’t appeared to be well planned; spur of the moment and small by all accounts, and the number of enemy dead reflected that, but still the cost of victory had been high. Those who walked beside us moved with timid steps, eyes sunken into ashy cheeks growing more haunted as they were forced to pitch in with the aftermath. The camp had to be cleaned, and it couldn’t wait until morning for bodies rot fast in humid forest climates, and already the howls and growls of the wilder Chicora Woods tenets were beginning to close in. Or maybe it was just Pogue. 

No sooner had Pierous been stretched away behind the guard-flanked Princess then the Shield had disappeared amongst the trees, ignoring all calls and pleads for him to return. Ilya had stared blankly at his retreating back until there was nobody left to stare after. He’d turned and resumed walking up the hill, only to be immediately descended upon as Miss Eteri and a group of several other older and very serious looking Ilvarjo. They’d descended from nowhere to poke and prod at him, all while speaking in hushed voices I couldn’t understand. That didn’t stop me from trying though, until one noticed my lingering presence and hissed something sharp at Mercy, who straightened her back and took my hand.

 “Come.”

We didn’t get far before Mercy wordlessly pointed towards a young foot troop who was butt shuffling up the hill. Nodding, I approached and squatted down to look at the shrapnel wound in his groin only to be stopped by a boot in my face.

 “Nah Miss,” the troop said as he continued his shuffling, “I’m good.”    

“No,” I shoved his chest and he fell backwards with a moan, “you’re not good. That wound is deep. You could lose function in your leg if it isn’t cleaned out properly.” 

The troop pushed himself up on his elbows and glared at me before narrowing his eyes at Mercy, “I will lose it anyways if a blood-eyes touches it,” he spat at Mercy’s feet once the slur passed his lips and my hand hovered over his wound, “don’t need it tampering with me. No, Miss, I do not. I’ll tak—YOUCH!” heads everywhere turned towards us as his scream roared through the camp when my finger dug into the wound. Feeling something solid, I hooked my nail around it and pulled back quicker than was perhaps ethical. Doctor Kira would’ve been proud.

“See this,” I shoved the splinter of bark in the troop’s face, “if you think she’ll do you more harm than this, you’re sorely mistaken.” And he was, withering in the grass while whimpering, but at least he didn’t protest further as I worked.

Mercy didn’t touch him, and I couldn’t blame her. She appeared content to simply sit and watch her elders circle Ilya, who looked more than a little bit upset. Somebody had fetched him a proper mask, but I could still see the distress in his eyes clear as day, a fact which made me inexplicably warm inside. It wasn’t like I could help Ilya in that moment, despite it not being his fault as much as it was mine. I couldn’t decipher what was happening, even as the melodic voices grew louder and increasingly demanding. It took me an embarrassingly long time to realize that just because I couldn’t understand what was being said couldn’t mean Mercy didn’t. 

I opened my mouth to ask, but before I could, Mercy’s hand slipped from her knee and grazed my patient’s side. He shrieked as if scolded before lashing out with his foot, striking Mercy’s jaw. She sat back, bringing a hand to her masked mouth before standing up and disappearing into the crowd before without a word. Scowling, I stuck my finger back into the wound, and the troop released another agonized scream. Served him right. Would’ve served him more so had Mercy not returned several minutes later to push a bundle into my hands with a simple, “here.”

Bandages and other medical goodies. More than he deserved, but I smiled anyway, “thanks.” 

Mercy nodded and sat down, wrapping her arms around her knees so there were no more chances of accidental touches. Shame, I would’ve enjoyed one final probing, but a good dousing of antiseptic would have to do, “Doctor Kira has opened a makeshift infirmary up by the maze,” Mercy said as my patient’s moans quietened. That certainly sounded like something Kira would do. With any luck, she would still be there when I returned home to the infirmary, “I informed her that you were still alive. She didn’t appear very happy.”

“I’m sure she isn’t,” I said and withdrew a bandage. I’d deal with my mother later, but not that night. Not when Ilya was alive and breathing, and I had made it happen. Mercy said something that my brain couldn’t comprehend, and I glanced up to find Ilya standing beside me. I hadn’t even heard him approach. He nodded to me once before turning to Mercy and finished speaking as I tied off the bandage. Mercy poked me in the side and waved before walking off towards the stiff faced elders, leaving me alone with Ilya. That was how I liked it, so why were my palms beginning to sweat?

“Are you finished?” Ilya asked as he crouched to poke the troop’s cheek.

 The git must’ve passed out at one point because his eyes were closed, his breathing shallow. Shame, I would’ve liked to have witnessed the resulting face scrubbing. Despite his disastrous judgement that troop had been fun, in his own way. Laughing under my breath, I adjusted the pins, “almost. Why?”

Ilya rocked back on his heels and hummed as if thinking, though his eyes betrayed him. Death had sent him headfirst into reality, and now all things I’d seen all along in him appeared different, lost to a dazed tiredness that sleep wouldn’t fix. He reached for my wrist and pulled it away from the troop, “will you come with me?”

 “To where?”

“Just…come.”    







Not even the impenetrable canopy of leaves could prevent the silver lace of moonlight from dancing through the ruined thatch. Why Ilya had wanted to return there of all places was a mystery, for I could’ve gone the rest of my days trying to forget the quiet atrocity that had taken place in that room, yet he’d taken my hand and led me through the crowd. Somewhere along the way, the wails and cries had stilled, blocked out by a thick hedge and the soothing sounds of a natural night. The rest of my world had changed with the flutter of a lid, yet everything there remained the same. The churning stench of sweat, bile and mildew that was once so disgusting suddenly seemed sweet in its familiarity. And there was Ilya at the centre: the biggest, brightest, only beautiful part. So why in that hut of ghosts did I miss him most?

The smell didn’t appear to bother him as he took the soiled bucket off the workbench to glance inside before kicking it away with a grunt. He pushed himself up to sit, picking absentmindedly at his nails as the moonlight made shadows across his pale skin. Deities, he was so soft and the world was so cruel that not even the mask could disguise the aura of unhappiness spewing from his every pore, and far from the first time that night I asked, “are you alright?”

He shrugged, “I need a drink.”

He needed a lot more than that, but I walked to the shadowy corner where I had abandoned my bag and ruffled inside it for a flask, “here.”

Our eyes met in the silver light as he took it with a whispered “Thank you.” 

I nodded but didn’t move, watching intently as he lowered that material to drink. The soft rise and fall of his chest, the bobble of his Adam’s apple, the glistening of full lips. All signs of life, everything that mattered. Not the fairy tales and dreams of heroes and battles. They weren’t real, not like he was. Yet if he learned what I had done it would be over in an instant, and so it appears our endings are always self-made. Ilya tapped my arm and held out the flask, but I shook my head and sat upon the bench thinking that maybe, just maybe, if I came clean something resembling friendship could still be salvaged, and so I took a deep breath, “there’s something I need to tell you. Something about what Pogue and I did.”

“Don’t,” Ilya said while capping the flask, “I know already.”

My breath whistled in my throat, but I coughed it away, “you do?”

He nodded, fiddling with the folds of his mask. Not a good sign, “I don’t want to talk about it right now, though. I’m processing it in my own way.”

“Okay, but out of curiosity, how do you know?”

“Erebus told me.”

That stupid sword spirit! It had been present that night, but it never occurred to me that it could’ve been watching. My heart throbbed painfully in my throat at the very thought. I didn’t want anybody to know, least alone having watched. Ratatoskr was bad enough, but Erebus. If I was a crying girl I would’ve burst into tears, I wanted to burst into tears, but my emotional well had long since dried and so all I could do was cover my eyes with a groan, “Right. Well, are there any questions you want answered?”    

“I’m not sure what else you could say about it,” Ilya shrugged, “It is what it is, and I don’t have the right to be upset about it. I’ve died once, and of course there must be consequences for that, but I wish he’d never told me. It makes me uncomfortably aware of my mortality.”

Death. Mortality. Never told. What? I blinked at him, “Sorry, what did Erebus tell you exactly?” I frowned as the words reached my ears, “when did he tell you?”

“While we were in the maze,” Ilya said while twirling his bangs around his fingers, “I wish you would’ve told me, perhaps then I wouldn’t have been so upset. Still, I’m sorry for taking it out on both you and Pogue, but you should’ve told me. I thought I had lost my mind.”

“Yeah, whatever. Sorry, and you’re forgiven. Now, back to Erebus-” Hopefully Erebus will calm him. Pierous’ words hit me like a rogue wave at the beach and had I not been sitting I might’ve stumbled under their weight. Stupid, stupid…, “can you hear Erebus in your head?”

“Not only in my head.”

“Can he hear us?”

Ilya frowned, but nodded, “in all likelihood.” Huh. Disembodied voices certainly qualified as unexpected consequences. I was suddenly overjoyed that my initial plan to tether my soul to his had been outcasted. I struggled enough with living in my own head, I didn’t need to be in his too. Ilya’s frown increased as he turned to look deeper into my eyes, “you seem surprised.”

“That’s only because you seem calm for somebody who has just woken up for the first time with somebody else’s voice inside their head,” I retorted. Ilya jolted back around, his hand reaching to massage the circular scar above his collarbone, identical to the one that plagued my wrist. It was my turn to frown as a sudden realization flooded in, “unless this isn’t the first time you’ve awoken to a voice inside your head. Sedna possessed you, didn’t they?”

“No, never possessed,” Ilya said quickly, his voice breaking slightly on the vowels. I stared at him blankly, and he sighed. He leaned back onto the bench to stare up at the moon, “the bite allowed them to probe my mind from a distance. They whispered horrible things, manipulated my dreams into grotesque nightmares which made it difficult to sleep. After their presence for so long, Erebus is almost a comfort.”

That I could understand. How lonely life would be if not haunted by something. I reclined back. The bench rocked but held steady, the combined weight of our underdeveloped bodies not enough to break it even as I leaned towards him like a plant towards the sun to press my lips against his pale cheek, “you’re an odd one.” We laid there in silence, a pleasantly warm breeze caressing our cheeks from the broken roof. If I could’ve stayed there forever, I would’ve. 

Right there, forever.  

“I do have some concerns, though.”

I turned my head to look, but his pale beauty in the moonlight was so overwhelming that I had to turn away before ugly envy emblazoned my chest once more, “like what?”

He shifted, fingers still twisted around his bangs, pulling tightly, “there are certain things in life that are only intended for those directly involved to witness.”

“Like sex?” I asked.

“Yes,” he replied too quickly, “like…that.”

Oh, the irony. Smacking my lips, I turned onto my side to look down upon him. My shadow blocked the light of the moon enough that he didn’t glow. I took his hand and pulled it away from his hair, “have you and the Shield ever-”

“No,” he cut me off sharply.

“Do you know how it works?”

He rolled his eyes, but their redness only made his cheeks appear brighter, “I may be a virgin, but I’m a virgin who can read. I have a general idea, yes.”

“Mm,” I brushed the hair from his eyes, “books aren’t always the most reliable source when it comes to that. They try to convince you that it’s something pleasant, something enjoyable, when in actuality-” my mouth snapped shut. The conversation was straying too close to a confession that I wasn’t sure I still dared to make, “if you’re concerned, you could always ask Erebus to look away.”

“Can he do that?” Ilya asked. 

I shrugged, “dunno, but if I was stuck inside your head, I would go nuts having to watch you all day. He must do something. Surely he isn’t going to watch you bathe, or sleep for twelve hours straight.” 

“I hope not,” Ilya sighed, “it doesn’t matter though. Pogue will never speak to me again.”

“Are all Ilvarjo this dramatic or is it a personal problem?” I asked. 

“Don’t mock,” Ilya said as he sat up to glare down at me, “I hit him.”

Personal problem. “You were angry.”

“That’s no excuse,” Ilya said, “I was angry with you but refrained from striking out. I released all my frustration onto him. It’s unforgivable.”

“All things considered, I think he’ll be willing to forgive you this once,” I swung my legs around so I too was staring at the dusty wall, “but for that to happen you need to talk with him.”

“I intend to, but I must first decide what to say,” the smallest shimmer of a smile graced his lips, “I cannot even imagine what you both endured to revive me.”

Technically it was Pierous who brought him back but damn if that scrotebag was getting Ilya’s praise over me. I shrugged with a smile of my own. “It was no walk in the park.”

“And I am grateful, even if you have cut my lifespan in half.”

Wait, what? I opened my mouth to ask for clarification on that little fact, but the first syllable barely left my lips before Ilya’s eyes narrowed. He pushed himself off the bench while yanking his mask into place in a single motion before turning to stare into the dark corner where my bag sat abandoned, “yes?”

From the shadows, a lithe figure emerged. It was impossible to guess their gender or age, and not simply because the masked uniform obscured any identifying features, but because they were so little that there was nothing there to identify. Deities, how young were the Ilvarjo when they commenced their duties? Barely above foetus age if that runt was any indication. They gracefully bowed while diverting their eyes from Ilya’s face, “I apologize,” they began, voice giving no further clues to what the mask hid, “I didn’t intend to eavesdrop.”

“Did you have something to report?” Ilya asked coolly.

The child straightened with a nod, “Miss Ilana reports that they have identified the traitor and will return come daybreak. There is another message, but it is intended only for your ears.” They turned those irritated eyes onto me as if intending to strike me down with sight alone. Did the Ilvarjo teach their children those bone-chilling stares or was it an inherited trait? Either way, it had to have something to do with the eyes. It had to. Sighing, I pushed myself off the bench. I could take a hint, and even though not a single word of Ilvarjo made sense to my ears, I didn’t need to be told twice by an overgrown foetus where to go. 

“You don’t have to-” Ilya started, but I touched his arm. 

“But I will,” I narrowed my eyes at the little Ilvarjo because two could play at that game, “are you going to your own tent tonight or returning to the infirmary?”

“Yes.”

I had no clue what his confirmation was for, but his eyes were locked with the child’s in the most intense stare off the several realms had ever seen, and I dared not interfere for confirmation. 

I’d always liked surprises anyway.  

    

“The Poota have been sent to hunt down any enemy deserters. It’s a big forest, but the Poota are bigger. We’ll catch ‘em yet, we will,” one of the foot troops stammered around the slobbery blade of grass between his teeth as his sunken eyes darted around the corral nervously. Poor bastard looked barely old enough to be out of basic training and had likely never been that close to death, never heard the final dregs of life grow hoarse as the screaming and crying faded, but to me it was home. The blood, limbs laying limp, the desperate pleads for healers was both the stability I craved and the chaos I knew. Only there in its embrace did the adrenaline leave my system. 

Only to pump tenfold when I met the familiar icy glare of Doctor Kira from across the corral. Those eyes narrowed, face twisting into a snarl, as she mouthed something slow and deliberate. I muttered my thanks to the troop and sped down the hill. She had every right to be mad, every right to be after my blood on her hands. She’d sent me off that morning with a simple task of scrubbing an office clean, and I’d re-emerged in the darkest hours of night with a dead kid. Of course, she was pissed, and I would endure her rage without complaint. 

Tomorrow.  

“Kilco.”   

On pure instinct, I broke into a run, only to grind to a halt as the deep drawl of that voice registered in my brain. Turning around, I crossed my arms as Pogue approached and exhaled with a whistle, “Boy, you walk fast sometimes.”

“Sorry, thought you were somebody else,” I said just as that beautiful, roguish smile lit up his face. The ocean inside me calmed once more. I uncrossed my arms. How could anybody stay mad at somebody so beautiful and light? The smile grew wider, and he opened his mouth, but any words were drowned out as a large group of troops strolled by and showered him with cheerful greetings. Pogue turned around, the moment between us lost as he greeted them loudly in turn. Oh right, that’s how. Rolling my eyes, I resumed walking. I got a good distance away too before the heavy footsteps chased after me, pausing to take my hand. 

“Sorry about that,” Pogue said. 

“The people want what they want,” I said without breaking steps for a moment. 

He let go and fell into stride beside me, rubbing his neck gingerly. The silence lasted only a minute. It only ever did with him, “okay, tell me. Where’s Ilya?”

I snorted. Typical, “wouldn’t you like to know.”

“Yeah, I would,” he reached for my hand again, “pretty please?”

I stopped to look at him, savouring the feeling of my chest fluttering as he squirmed under my gaze, and only when satisfied that he looked desperate enough did I point towards the maze, “he’s in the maintenance hut, but you should wait a while. He has company.”

Pogue looked to the maze with a frown, “who?’

“Don’t know,” I shrugged as I continued walking, “some Ilvarjo kid. Didn’t catch their name but they had the most intense glare I’ve ever encountered.”

“They all do,” Pogue said, “it’s something to do with the eyes.”

“That’s exactly what I thought,” I exclaimed. 

Pogue made a sound reminiscent of his barking laugh, only it was too hollow, too forced. Pausing, I turned back, and his laughter died a swift death as his handsome face crumbled. Looking around nervously, Pogue leaned in to whisper in my ear, “what did you tell him about…you know? 

“I told him nothing,” I said. 

“Nothing?” 

“Nothing,” I turned and resumed walking, “and you shouldn’t either.”

Strong hands grabbed my shoulders and forced me back around. Pogue’s face close enough to mine that I could smell his sweat and breath. I held my breath, “Kilco,” he said slowly, “we can’t not tell him. I can’t not tell him. I don’t wanna build our relationship on lies.”

“It’s only lying if he asks,” I hissed, pushing against his chest, “do you understand how traumatized he is right now? Do you want to make this harder? Pogue, are you trying to hurt him?”

“Of course not!”

“Do you love me?”

“What?” Pogue sprung back like a coiled spring. 

“Do you want to marry me?” I asked and rolled my eyes when he looked to the floor, his entire face gone deathly pale, “it’s fine that you don’t because believe it or not, I don’t want to marry you. But if we’re not in love, where’s the benefit in mentioning it when it’ll only cause heartache to those we do love? The only benefit would be to ease our own guilt, and that’s selfish. I’m not going to let you hurt Ilya just so you can sleep better at night, understand?”

Pogue pawed the grass with his boot, “I didn’t say I don’t love you.”

I slapped his cheek. Two healers working on a burned man nearby paused and looked up at the sound, but quickly resumed their work as I bared my teeth at them before leaning in close to Pogue to growl, “Stop it. You think you’re being kind by saying that, but you’re not. I know full well that you don’t love me, and I’m fine with that, but others in the camp who wouldn’t be. They dream of your love. When you walk around saying those things you instil false hope into them. It’s not nice. In fact, it’s cruel, and it’s made worse as you only do it because it makes you feel good about yourself. Stop being so damn selfish all the time,” Pogue looked up at me, his puppy dog eyes wet with tears, and my anger fled, “just don’t say anything to Ilya, okay?” 

“Yeah,” he mumbled, “okay.”

A heavy weight lifted from my chest, and for the first time in three days I could breathe through my nose. Looking down, I cringed at the sight of his knee. Somebody -likely Pogue himself- had pulled the needle out. A mistake, really. Blood had crusted over the wound, uncleaned and unbandaged, trapping whatever germs in there for good. Stupid only does what non-stupid allows, “come to the infirmary later so I can clean that for you.”

Pogue awkwardly tugged on his pants, “Nah, it’s okay.”

“No. Go talk to Ilya, then come see me. Be nice and quiet, then everything will be okay.”

It would be because it had to be.     
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Fear of swans




The thundering snores seemed insensitive in a place that housed only the dead. Bodies were laid out in neat lines upon the floor of the central room, each covered in a red-stained sheet. It made sense with the infirmary being the only place in camp with a working cooling system, but even to my eyes the scene of a place that was designed to save life so devoid of it was unnerving. All but the most critical of patients had been moved elsewhere, but the presence of those still there, so close to death themselves, did nothing to ease the feeling. That snoring didn’t help, my nerves too far gone to cope with it for the remainder of the night. It had to stop. 

Taking care not to tread on the recently deceased, I marched down the hallway in search of the nasally foghorn, only to be started when a very much alive head popped out from a side room. A deep frown crossed Melly’s features as her dark eyes met mine. I froze in place, considered the logistics of running away, but she wordlessly motioned for me to follow before disappearing back inside. Sighing through gritted teeth, I stepped inside.

“Where did you disappear to?” Melly asked. It was too dark to see anything, but the snoring was strong enough that my eardrums felt to be vibrating. Her voice came from my left, and I reached around until my hand found a shoulder. That was enough to ground me, even if Melly’s words dripped with judgement, “we’ve been worried sick about you.”

“Sorry abou-” my words were cut off abruptly as a hand covered my mouth. 

“Quiet or you’ll wake him,” Melly hissed before letting go, and though I was seemingly born without the gene to take directions, I was too exhausted to argue so let my shoulders slump as the familiar clicks of the oil lamp flicked rhythmically until finally the room filled with light.

 Of course, Pierous was the one who was snoring. The sound was even more impressive considering he was face down on the unmade cot, oblivious to the world around him. Melly gingerly reached out to touch his neck but snapped her hand back against her chest in the final moment. She gave me a forced smile, “Commander Ramsey delivered him here after the Mariquil refused to accommodate him at the riverfront where all the minor injuries had been taken. The good Commander insisted he isn’t left alone, but nobody else will sit with him, so here I am.”

I bit my lip and looked down at Pierous’ sprawled form. Though I hated the Warlock on principle, I couldn’t help feeling slightly offended on his behalf, “he saved the entire camp and they’ve put him in the house of the dead to sleep it off?”

“We’ll be sleeping here too,” Melly said. 

“You will,” I crossed my arms and dug my nails into my palms, “where I’m sleeping tonight depends entirely on how pissed Doctor Kira is when she returns.” Melly’s forced smile shifted into a more tiredly authentic one as she looked at me, opening her mouth as if to speak, but snapped it shut as Pierous rolled over with a throaty snore. Had it been anybody else, anyone at all, I would’ve laughed, but Melly was too pure for me to laugh at, and so I touched her arm with a rare sincere smile of my own, “I can watch him. Besides, Doctor Kira would probably prefer your assistance over mine right now.”

Melly watched Pierous for a moment as the Warlock’s head lolled side-to-side before patting my shoulder with a nod, “she isn’t mad at you. Why would she be? It’s routine for you to disappear for several hours at a time. She was just afraid when we didn’t know where you were during the fighting, then disappointed when you sent an Ilvarjo to do your bidding,” she opened the bedside drawer and withdrew a medical pack, “but you’re welcome to watch over him.”

“Actually-”

“No take backs,” Melly said. She pulled the flap open before looking back with an uncharacteristic smirk, “besides, even if Doctor Kira wasn’t angry that you disappeared, I’m certain she’s found something else by now.”

With that said, she left, leaving me gawking at her back. Huh. Not so pure after all. I grabbed some bandages and antiseptic from the unclosed drawer and sat on the side of the bed to clean the bite on my leg. The immortal’s black hair hung loosely, lifting upwards with each thunderous exhale to reveal a face that appeared somehow both younger and older at rest. So different from the face he’d had when we first met, he appeared less average and almost, though it pained me to admit it, like a slimmer, more rugged version of my father. Ugh, that only reminded me of that clone Attica who had my ugly mug. Who was she to Pierous? A member of a failed coven or somebody more intimately related?

One thing was for sure: there would be no answers while he slept, so I tied the bandage off and went to pull a book off the good doc’s bookshelf. An Enzymes Journey. Still more fun than watching an ancient geezer sleep. I slumped down at my mother’s desk to read, but nervous energy pulsed through my veins, screaming at me to do something before I exploded. 

At first I’d tried to pace, but the many bodies restricted my movements and the medics who delivered new ones every few minutes stared at me with judgemental disapproval, and after the seventh tutting I’d stormed into the room I had shared with Ilya.

 Top to bottom I scrubbed that room clean, figuring that if the boys decided to return that night everything would be ready for them. Yet my hands still shook with nervous agitation as I pulled fresh sheets onto Ilya’s cot. His clothing. That’s what was missing. If Ilya did return, he’d almost certainly want to change, and if he didn’t return, if I had his uniform…

 And so, with one final check on Pierous, the infirmary was left to the dead once more.







“But Doctor Kira sent me to collect every empty tonic vial.”

The Poota guard covered a yawn with her beefy hand before straightening up, towering over me like a mountain before an ant, “I heard ya the first fifteen times, but that don’t change the fact we under lockdown. Come back in the morning.”

“But-” The guard dipped her head once more, leaning against the canvas while humming so loudly that I couldn’t hear the next words out of my mouth. Unbelievable. The Royal guard were unbelievable. Not even the threat of Doctor Kira’s retribution was enough to convince them to let me inside the Command tent. It had barely gotten me into the corral. Naturally I’d snuck around back to the hole I’d sliced, only to find four-four!- guards watching over it. Ridiculous. Typically I would’ve just moved onto the next guard to argue with, but I’d tried four already with the same result, and the nervous energy wasn’t easing, my eyes getting twitchy. I needed to do something, so I ground my teeth. Melly had said something about the Mariquil infirmary by the river. Surely, they needed assistance…      

“Deities calling, come here.” I looked over my shoulder to find Commander Ramsey marching straight towards me. With his mouth set in a stern line, he grabbed my arm rough enough to bruise, “she’s to come with me,” Ramsey barked at the guards while pulling me along behind him to the entrance of the tent. I suddenly had no desire to be there. The twitchy energy dropped into the pit of my stomach to be digested into anxiety while Ramsey led me to my fate. I watched the leafy canopy disappear behind us, my freedom fleeing with it.    

“Excuse me, Commander, where are we going?” I squeaked as he dragged me along. 

“You’re going to speak to Her Grace.”

Of course I was. 

“Am I in trouble?” I asked, already knowing the answer. I should’ve been anticipating it really. We’d broken dozens of Ascotian laws bringing Ilya back and there would be a fall man. Pogue was the Shield, Pierous was a war criminal, and Ilya was already owned by the crown. That left only me. 

“Have you done something wrong?” Ramsey asked. 

Where to begin? “Ilya Lukasiak.”

Ramsey paused and turned to me, plucking the edge of the bandage around his forehead before clearing his throat, “yes, that’s certainly a grievous offence. Not only against Ascot, but against the Deities themselves. However, as it stands Lady Ilana is vital to our success, and she reacted poorly when…” he shook his head and walked on, loosening his grip on my arm just so, “I’ll leave any punishment for that up to both her and Her Grace. That won’t be until morning at the earliest, but if you assist me tonight, I’ll put in a good word for you.”

“Assist you with what?”

Ramsey responded by quickening his pace and swerving down halls until we stood before a door with two guards standing on either side. They parted silently as we approached, allowing Ramsey to knock twice before opening it and shoving me inside the most luxurious suite I had ever seen. The carpet was green and plush, the furniture golden and ornate, but that all paled in comparison to the swan that dominated the centre. Its ivory neck was carved in profile so a bejewelled emerald eye could steal flirtatious glances at solid wings that curved delicately over an oval mattress to hold back a shimmering canopy of golden silk. The bed was extravagant, pompous, and as I stroked the gold-threaded bedspread never had I desired anything more.

“Magnificent, isn’t she?”    

It took a moment to locate the owner of the slurred voice, but when I did, I almost laughed. Deities, my tutors at Miss Emily-Jean Aberdeen’s school for properly bred young ladies would have required smelling salts at the sight of Ascot’s dishevelled Princess lolling about in her underclothes atop a nest of plush pillows. Her beautiful brown hair was in almost as much disarray as the abandoned Ivory armour littering the floor, but at least whatever had gotten her drunk was being sipped from a crystal decanter. 

Small graces. 

Amicia patted the pillow next to her, and I sat, drawing my knees up as she pointed at the swan bed with a hum, “magnificent, yet disgusting. When Swannanoa was infiltrated, many of my advisors believed it was best to save Ascot’s treasures rather than prepare the citizens for evacuation. As if the treasures falling into Lord Deniliquin’s hands would be all that was required to bring the Kingdom to its knees,” she snorted and tapped the decanter, “Everything here is replaceable. Useless. Everything, except that.”

She swung her finger to the east wall and the tapestry which decorated it. Old and well-worn, but still exquisite in its depiction of a golden-crowned man standing in front of a rising sun and a group of glowing white followers. Familiar depictions of the Deities looked down upon them from the crimson sky as the man, and his followers were bowed to in turn by a crowd of faceless figures shrouded in grey. 

“It’s beautiful,” I said with sincerity.

“Indeed, but its beauty is deceiving,” Amicia took a deep draw from her decanter, “every drop of red is the blood of an Ilvarjo.” That was a lot of red. Amicia looked at me, her eyes narrowing slightly before she giggled, “the tapestry depicts the day the convent was entered into by our forefathers. You see, the Ilvarjo are not native to Ascot. They had been exiled from their homeland, though where exactly that was none of us can remember anymore. They wandered aimlessly through the desert until the Kaori took issue with their presence. They hunted them to near-desolation. That’s when we learned of them, of their unique talents. We offered them a home and a duty, and in exchange they pledged themselves to Ascot for as long as that tapestry remains intact,” she took another sip and smacked her lips, “that is the one thing that keeps my Ilvarjo bound to me, and one day I’ll burn it. One day, when I’m good and ready,” she stared at the tapestry a moment longer before shaking her head, “but you don’t care about any of that, do you? You’ve come to keep me company, and I’ve been the rudest of hosts to not even offer you a sample of my liquid desert. Here.”     

Amicia held the decanter out to me and I eyed the brown liquid inside with suspicion. Even from where I sat the smell of strong liquor burnt my nose, “what is it?”

“Pog.”

Stronger than moonshine, pog would shoot its drinker well beyond the moon and far into the stars. Even the good doc with her cast-iron liver avoided the poison like a plague of fleshpoxs. That Amicia was drinking it like water and was still somewhat coherent was the most miraculous feat of the night. Flaming fire, waves crashing, too close, too- “I don’t drink.”

“Now’s as good a time as any to begin.”

“No, thank you, Your High-OUCH.”

“Don’t call me that,” Amicia shrieked, her pointed nails still embedded into the soft flesh of my cheek, “I am Amicia. I don’t deserve a title after my actions tonight. I had prior warning of the attack, yet I failed to act. My spies had warned of suspicious behaviour, and so I called a meeting, but everybody else claimed they knew best. The walls are impenetrable, they insisted. Our troops vastly outnumber theirs, they promised. So against my better judgement, I relented, and looked at what happened. My father would never have relented; he would’ve saved both his people and his friend,” she released my cheek to take the decanter and slam it against the floor. Damn. Ramsey didn’t need my help, he needed restraints. Amicia looked at me with the ugliest of scowls, “why does he trust you?”

An unexpected question, but I couldn’t pretend not to know exactly who she meant. I shrugged, and replied honestly, “I don’t know.”

“It’s my fault,” Amicia said as she leaned over to pick up a thick shard of crystal, “I spoiled him. Isolated him by forcing away anybody who dared get too close, even those I perhaps didn’t have any right, but I had no choice. Ilya and Ilana are more than just my Ilvarjo, they’re my family. I love them, and they love me, but they don’t trust me. Not really. Ilya was only four when he came to live at the palace, and even then, he didn’t trust me. Tell me, what kind of monster cannot convince a baby to trust them?”

“How old were you?” I asked. 

“Eight,” she leaned back with a bitter smile, “they claim that children can see right into a person’s soul. Ilvarjo children especially. Perhaps even back then Ilya could see me for who I truly was, and that’s why he didn’t like me. Then he spent an entire month without speaking, and I was able to convince myself that maybe the problem was him, but no. He speaks to Pogue, and now he speaks to you too. It’s my fault, had I not suffocated him he’d have proper friends and would never have needed you.”    

Deities, that was…something. I cleared my throat, trying to come up with a response that wouldn’t see me strung up by my toes, “Ilya likes you.”

“No, Ilya respects me, and he respects me because he knows no difference. He likes you,” Amicia sat up and grinned widely at me, “but he really likes Pogue.”

My heart leapt into my throat, and against my will I croaked, “you know about that?”

Amicia scoffed and rolled to the floor, stretching her arms over her head to expose her ribs, “everybody who has ever been alone in a room with them knows that. They’re not as discreet as they’d like to believe they are.” 

Well shit. Amicia crawled over to a golden chest by the foot of the swan bed and began pulling garments out as I worked that information over in my head before settling on one burning question, “I thought Ascot didn’t support such unions?”

“We don’t, but every heroic tale requires a tragedy. Something that playwrights and bards can immortalize for generations to come,” she pulled herself out of the chest, grinning like a madwoman as she held up the grey uniform triumphantly before throwing me each piece individually, “besides, it won’t last. They both have responsibilities to the crown. Pogue will return to the Armoury once the war is over, and as Lady Ilana’s only legitimate child, Ilya is obligated to produce me an heir for the Dukedom of Goonawarra Valley. These are the sacrifices we must make as nobility, but if Ilya gives Pogue comfort now, that’s marvellous. If it focused him on his task, I wouldn’t care if Pogue fell in love with Lord Deniliquin himself,” sighing, Amicia fell face first onto the swan bed before flipping around, “but these are ugly realities, unnecessary to speak about. Come, cheer me up by telling me all about the Morrigan and the Warlock. I want to know everything.”







It was the earliest hours of the morning before I was finally able to untangle myself from the clutches of that swan, leaving Amicia snoring away in the most unladylike of manners and sneaking out to freedom. Most everybody but the most determined of physicians and rowdiest of troops had retreated to the privacy of their tents to sleep and mourn. The uniform in my arms felt light as I clutched it to my chest, burying my face in the strange material. It smelt clean. Fresh, like the earliest rays of light peeking over the treetops, though the usual early risers lay dormant; no bakers baking the morning bread, no groomers tending to mounts. Only the ever increasingly crude song about a missing rooster the drunkest residents were singing assured me that despite Lord Deniliquin’s best efforts the camp was alive, spirit intact. Where, oh, where did my rooster go? I’ve lost my cock and it will not show…

Inside the Infirmary twin foghorns battled it out for supremacy, and I couldn’t keep the smile from my face at the sound as I tiptoed into the side-room. Our room. Two figures occupied the bed, one silent while the other yodelled, and I went to the side of the still lump to pull the blanket up higher, only for groggy red eyes to blink up at me, “Kilco?”

“Sorry,” I whispered, “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“It’s okay,” Ilya mumbled, “what time is it?”

“Too early. Go back to sleep.”

Ilya looked at me a moment longer before turning away. The snores were the only sound as I waited for Ilya’s breathing to deepen once more. Only then did I move to the card table, his bed in view from where I sat. I sniffed the sleeve of his uniform before hugging it against my chest. It was a new day for everybody. 
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Oh shit. I’m paralysed. 

In my sleep deprived state it took an embarrassingly long time to push through that panic and realize my inability to move was down to a severe case of muscle soreness rather than injury, but honestly, what’s the difference when my eyelids felt glued shut? Deities, it wasn’t like I’d been trampled by a dozen draft horses, all that had happened was-

My eyelids sprung open as the events of the previous day flooded back. Surely it was a dream. A bad, horrible, no good dream. Ilya couldn’t be dead, and we certainly couldn’t have brought him back. He was in his bed, sleeping. He had to be. 

Except he wasn’t.

A quiet laugh came from the left. Ilya and Pogue were lying beside one another on my bed. Mine. Facing one another, it was like there was nobody else in the world, let alone in the room. It was awkward, watching as Pogue’s strong arms wrapped around Ilya’s waist and drew him close, their lips meeting in a passionate embrace, but I couldn’t look away. Part of me knew that I should respect their privacy, slither out on my belly like a snake in the grass, but a more vocal part refused. And so all respect was shoved back into that rarely explored corner of my mind as I gawked at the two openly, both in fascination and relief, because Ilya didn’t know. Thank the Deities, he didn’t know. Pogue had used his brain for once, and not a moment too soon. The guilt that haunted us both would fade, but the happiness before me wouldn’t. The way they laughed, whispered sweet nothing, Pogue’s hand giving Ilya’s right buttock a sly squeeze. 

Instantly the younger boy was airborne, springing from the bed without his usual airs of grace and composure, cheeks burning magenta as a sound reminiscent of a stray kitten escaped his lips. Any chance of remaining undetected flew with him as I dissolved into laughter. Pogue sat up in the bed, his eyes wide as he searched the room before spotting me. 

“Kilco, what are-” he broke off as our eyes met, his barking laugh joining in my giggles.

“Are you done?” Ilya huffed as he replaced his mask with haste. It didn’t hide the red of his ears though.

“You just meowed,” I rasped. 

“I most certainly did not meow. I’m not a cat,” Ilya said.

“You did,” Pogue exclaimed, “you meowed. That’s the cutest thing you’ve done yet.” 

Ilya turned to glare at him, his red eyes narrowing with the severity that only an Ilvarjo could muster. Keep talking and we’ll see who will be meowing that look promised, and Pogue received the message loud and clear, his laugh dying in his throat upon conception to be expelled as a choking whistle. Ilya crossed his arms tightly, “You’re mistaken, Shield,” he said slowly, “you’re obviously still exhausted. Maybe you should go back to sleep.”

Pogue and Ilya stared into each other’s eyes for a long moment, Pogue’s brow furrowing slightly before relaxing as he shrugged, “okay,” he said and flopped onto his stomach. His snoring filled the infirmary once more.

“Unbelievable,” I said.

Ilya hummed and rubbed at his eyes before looking at me, “do you have the time?”

“I’d say around eight,” I pointed at the skylight, “why?”

Ilya held out his hand. I stared intently, wondering what it meant. Did he want me to take it? Did he know? No, he couldn’t have known. He wouldn’t have been that intimate with Pogue if he did. Ilya sighed and stepped forward, “you have my uniform.”

Oh, right. I held the bundle out and he took it gingerly, as if it was still mud-encrusted, 

“What’s wrong?”  

Ilya traced his finger over the eye of the one true path sigil engraved on the button of his hood before clutching it tightly, “my clothing should’ve been burned after my death to ensure there was no lingering essence. That’s tradition. That nobody bothered to do that explains a few things,” he glanced at Pogue before refolding the tabard I’d used as a blanket, “will you walk me to the Command tent? We didn’t finish our conversation last night.”

Something was wrong. It was clear in his tone, his uncharacteristic fidgeting. I tried to catch his eye, but it was impossible as he slowly rolled the button between two fingers. “Okay.”

“Thank you,” he said, still not looking up, “I’ll change, and then we’ll leave.”

“Good plan,” I said and sat back in the chair. A moment of silence passed before Ilya finally looked up with a huff, red eyes irritated as they bore into mine, “what?’

“Can you please leave so that I can dress?”

Right. I stood, stretching my arms above my head, “I’ll wait outside.”

“Good plan.”







The breeze was cool as it played with my hair, the final dregs of Winter clawing for their moment against the fast-approaching sweltering sun of Summer, yet inside I was already burning. It was a different kind of burn than the ever present and familiar volcano that pumped my insides raw. This heat sat in my chest, simmering in hibernation from a source I didn’t know. It made me almost as uncomfortable as Ilya’s odd mood. He was never the most talkative or direct of people, but he’d always been dignified and polite. Never to my knowledge had been so short, so preoccupied with something unspoken. It only added to the weight plaguing my heart, and by the time he joined me in front of the infirmary my nails had been bitten raw. 

If Ilya noticed, he didn’t say as he stood by my side, crossing his arms tightly as he glanced back towards the entrance with distaste in his eyes, “the Warlock is an awfully loud sleeper.”

“That’s Pierous,” I said, looking at my poor bloody fingers. I would’ve tried to hide them from view, but my dress was still coated in all kinds of foul fluids. What I wouldn’t have given for Princess Amicia’s bathhouse at that moment. I sucked them clean, “loud and obnoxious.” 

“Do you believe him trustworthy?” Ilya asked. 

What a question. I wouldn’t trust that Warlock as far as I could throw him, but that wasn’t saying much considering I couldn’t even throw an infant very far. Sighing, I clasped my hands together, “he saved your life, didn’t he? I don’t like him as a person, but that hardly qualifies him as one of the bad guys.” 

“Unless he only saved my life in an attempt to infiltrate Her Highnesses inner circle,” Ilya shifted his weight from foot to foot. Yet another thing I’d never seen him do before, “we cannot allow him around her again until we can know for certain that he isn’t planning anything. I will need to interrogate him thoroughly.”

“Wouldn’t expect anything less,” I said and squinted at his bloodshot eyes, “are you okay?”

Ilya sighed and looked towards the path that led to the command tent, “I was already in deep trouble, and now I’m also late.”

“So teleport,” I said, “we can continue our conversation later.” 

“No,” Ilya said sharply, “I need you to come with me. I-” he broke off, taking a deep breath before continuing in a calmer voice, “I want to tell you about Erebus.” 

I wasn’t an idiot. There was another reason he wanted me along with him, something he wasn’t telling me, but whatever the reason I didn’t particularly care. I wanted to be alone with him, the true reasoning didn’t matter, and so I started walking, “spill.”

Ilya fell into pace beside me and nodded, “imagine a hypothetical future.”

“Imagining.”

“Now imagine in that future Lord Deniliquin is defeated. The enemy nations have surrendered, vanquishing all evil from Ascot. During all this, I do not succumb to any disease or battle. I live happily ever after-”  

“Are we still friends?” I asked.  

Ilya looked at me, brows deeply furrowed, “I beg your pardon?”

“Are we still friends in this hypothetical future of yours?” I expanded.

“I… suppose so. Yes.”

Hmm. Interesting. “Continue.”

Ilya blinked, but the creasing of his forehead didn’t lessen, “under normal circumstances, if I don’t die by disease or battle then I should live until old age, correct?”

“Sure,” I replied, knowing it was never truly that simple. Death was always lingering two feet behind, ready to take you home at the mere loss of a hand. Yet it felt wrong pointing that out when he’d been dead that time yesterday morning, then stolen right from beneath Death’s nose when the deal had already been sealed. And nobody hated being cheated more so than Death. 

Ilya sighed wearily, rubbing at his eyes once more, “that’s no longer true for me. Even with perfect health Erebus claims it will be miraculous if I survive another fifteen years.”

“Oh,” his words took root in my mind and I shrugged, “that’s okay.”

Ilya grabbed my hand in his, but I didn’t slow down despite his pulling, “how is my premature death okay?”

“Because you’re already dead,” I said, swapping my grip to hold his hand when he tried to rip it away. I massaged the joint of his wrist through the glove, “well, should be. Look around. Many of these tents are filled with people mourning, praying to any Deity who will listen to gift their loved ones just one extra day, one extra hour. You’ve been given fifteen years. That’s something to be grateful for, not upset because it isn’t more, ” I snorted and released his hand, “however, if I had to endure the Shield’s snoring for fifteen years, I’d be upset too.” 

“This isn’t funny,” Ilya said. 

“I know. You just look so serious that I can’t help laughing.”

“I am serious,” Ilya said, “and why are you so surprised? I thought you knew-” he stopped talking and grabbed my hand again, squeezing tight enough to cut off circulation. I squeezed back, glancing at his face for a clue at what was wrong. His eyes were locked upon the Command tent and I followed his gaze, my heart speeding at the sight. 

With her silky pale hair clasped back in a delicately braided bun that would’ve appeared more appropriate when paired with a debutante gown than a traveling coat, Lady Ilana’s beauty was like an extra-terrestrial firelight. Even the natural beauty around her faded in comparison. Deities, I hated her. Commander Ramsey didn’t appear too fond either, or perhaps he was just stressed. It was difficult to tell with the frantic hand movements, his scarred lip stretching unnaturally as his mouth moved rapidly. His panic didn’t appear to have much effect on Lady Ilana, her pillowy lips set in a straight line as her eyes scanned the field, remaining unchanged even as they settled on our clasped hands. I was eternally grateful that Ilya’s gloves prevented him from feeling the moisture of my palms as we approached her.  

“Lana, I’m begging you. Make her see reason,” Ramsey was pleading when we came to a stop before them, “you’re chances of success are higher than mine will be with the guards.”

“I’ll speak with her, but it is ultimately her decision to make,” Ilana replied, her stoic eyes remaining trained on our clasped hands. 

Ramsey’s frown deepened, and he turned to look at us, blushing ever so slightly before he cleared his throat, “good morning, children,” he greeted with as much awkwardness as one would expect before turning back to Ilana, “I’ll fetch her. Please do this for me.” 

Ilana gave an almost undetectable nod, and Ramsey sighed before marching into the command tent, trailed closely by several agitated looking Royal guards. That was strange in itself. Like members of a weird cult, the guards usually appeared indifferent to everybody and everything that wasn’t their beloved Princess. No amount of chocolate, booze or krona could crack a smile on their faces. I’d tried more than once for reasons that will remain unspecified. Still, there wasn’t time to ask questions, and who would I ask anyway? Certainly not Lady Ilana, whose beautiful bored face was somehow more frightening than Doctor Kira’s loudest screams. 

Several torturous moments of silence passed before she spoke, “where were you?” she looked Ilya in the eye, “I came by your tent to collect you, but your bed was empty. The others said you’ve yet to return.”

“I was in the infirmary,” Ilya replied quietly. His anxiety felt wrong to me. Despite our differences, had I been separated from the good doc for weeks, during which I had literally died, there would’ve been a little bit more enthusiasm upon our reunification. 

“Why?” Ilana’s voice was utterly devoid of emotion. 

“I…,” Ilya paused and turned to look around the corral as if the answer his mother sought would be hiding there. Perhaps it was, for his eyes fell on my gnarly dress and he turned back to Ilana, “I threw up.”

“You threw up.” Despite the lack of emotion in her voice, Ilana somehow made that statement sound accusatory. Ilya straightened his back to the point that it looked unnatural, and I looked between mother and son, uncomfortable yet painfully curious to the scene that was unfolding. A familiar laugh boomed from within the tent, and Ilana finally tore her gaze away from Ilya, but not before saying something short in that language I could never understand. Ilya sunk slightly as a fresh-faced Amicia all but bounced outside, lunging herself at Ilana.

“Sir Edward informed me you’d returned,” the Princess laughed as she buried her face into Ilana’s chest, “I wasn’t expecting your return for another week. What are you doing here?”   

Ilana returned Amicia’s hug without hesitation, “is it so unusual that I should desire to ensure your safety here? Do you forget who tendered to you as a child?”

“I do not forget,” Amicia’s voice was muffled by the leather of Ilana’s armour, “but you showed more concern back than too.”

Ilana pushed Amicia away and looked down at her face for a moment before stroking the Princesses cheek with unexpected tenderness, “times change, and children grow. You no longer require a nanny, you require a mentor, and if that’s what you require, that is the role I will play. Now, and until you take the throne.”

“And for long after, I should hope,” Amicia frowned, “don’t you dare sit me upon it and then disappear, leaving me only my ambassadors and knight jesters for guidance.” 

Ilana glanced at Ilya for a brief second before smiling, a beautiful smile that reached nowhere near her eyes, “Your Highness flatters me, but these are conversations for the future. In the present there are more pressing matters that must be attended.”

“Certainly,” Amicia said. Her posture straightening in a way that could only be achieved through hours of holding a thick book on your head, and promptly flinging herself at Ilya, ignoring the way his entire body went rigid as she hid her face into his neck, “how are you?”

“Fine, thank you,” Ilya looked between his mother and the gawking guards on duty, “Your Highness, I apologize for asking, but if it isn’t too much trouble, please can you stop hugging me?” 

Amicia huffed, but after one final tight squeeze around his neck, let go. She turned to me and smiled, “good morning, Kilco. I’d like to thank you for last night, I had a lot of fun. We’ll have to do it again sometimes,” sweet Deities, she didn’t have to say it like that, “in fact, if you would like to stop by for afternoon tea-”

“Your Highness, I’d like the girl to accompany us now,” Ilana interrupted. 

“Mother, I don’t-” Ilya began, but stopped abruptly, flinching as Amicia shoved her hand in front of his face before lowering it to gently take mine. I could see it in Ilya’s eyes at that moment; there would be no escape. What royalty wants; royalty gets. 

Deities help me. 







“What news is there from Swannanoa?” Amicia asked as we moved through the halls. Her hand was still tightly clasped in my right, Ilya’s in my left, leaving me feeling like a naughty child being led by their parents. I could feel Ilana’s fire red gaze on me with every step, made bearable only by the icy glares the guards shot her way as we passed, “any word of my father?”

“The King appears well,” Ilana replied simply, “Lord Deniliquin dares not harm in fear of a populace uprising. The citizens themselves are doing as well as can be expected. As long as they abide by the rebel regime, Deniliquin treats them well enough, but things are not perfect. There are increasing food shortages and rumours of a blacklung outbreak in the lower wings. Those caught opposing the regime either vanish during the night or are dragged away from the market midmorning, depending upon which message is desired to be sent. The families of deserters are then assigned to less than desirable servitude. As a result, the populace is distrustful. Most ask simply to be left alone.”  

Amicia released my hand and balled her fists, face falling into an unpleasant scowl, “they will not assist us?”

“Some will,” Ilana said casually as if she was reporting the weather, “Lord Issak and I have managed to organise your citizens willing to resist Deniliquin into small cells around the city. When you decide the time is right, you will find allies within the walls,” she glanced back at Ilya and I, eyes lingering on our clasped hands, “but we will speak more on that later. There are more pressing matters at hand right now.”  

“What could be more pressing than the state of my people?” Amicia demanded. 

“Ilya did not warn you?” Ilana’s eyes raised to Ilya’s, who promptly found something of interest to stare at upon the rug.

Amicia paused midstep and looked between Ilya and Ilana, “Warn me of what?” 

An awkward silence fell over us as Ilana continued to stare at Ilya until he dropped my hand and moved to take Amicia’s, leading her over to a wooden bench and sitting her down. He took a knee. Ilana reached out and pushed his head down before looking at Amicia, her bored face softening slightly as she spoke, “my little ones managed to dispose of three enemy soldiers in the deep woods after last night’s events. While scavenging supplies they came across a message that exposed inside information, signed by one of your own.”

Amicia’s pale face went almost translucent, “who?”    

Ilana released Ilya’s head and patted his neck twice. Ilya inhaled deeply before looking up to meet Amicia’s eyes, “the message had been signed by Heston Burgerdella, Your Highness.”

A shrill laugh shot from Amicia’s lips. She quickly covered her mouth and reached out to grab a handful of Ilya’s hair. She pulled the strands tightly, “as in my butler? Certainly not.”

“I’m afraid so, Your Highness,” Ilana said, “I sent word to Commander Ramsey, who then detained and questioned him this morning. Heston has already confessed.” 

“But Sir Edward…” Amicia broke off with a laugh that was chestier than the first before releasing Ilya’s hair and shoving him away as she stood, “where is Heston now?”

“He has been left under Lord Issak’s protection in the mages workshop, Your Highness,” Ilana replied and continued when Amicia opened her mouth, “word of his actions has already reached both the Royal Guard and Foot troops. As expected, they are less than thrilled and demand action is taken, but neither I, nor Commander Ramsey, have authorised anything. I assumed that this would be something you would wish to do yourself.”

Amicia nodded and set her face in a straight, severe line before storming the halls towards the Mages workshop, where dozens of troops and guards had already gathered. They flattered themselves against the walls as their irate Princess stormed past, lest she flatten them in her wake, her eyes glued only to Commander Ramsey who stood outside the workshop’s flap, his sword in hand. A sad look crossed Amicia’s face as she came to a stop before him, and she reached out to stroke his scarred cheek before turning on her heels to face the crowd.

 “I understand you are all upset,” she stated clearly in a voice too high and punctual “you have every right to be, but we will not submit to anger. We will not murder those who stand accused of a crime without first understanding their motives. If we do, we are no better than Lord Deniliquin. Everybody deserves a chance to plead their case,” the gathered troops remained silent, unmoving other than a dry cough somewhere in the back. Amicia sighed and clasped her hands together, “very well. Return to your posts now. There is much to be done before the enemy manages to regroup. We must be prepared this time.”

Nobody moved. Ramsey cleared his throat and clapped twice, “you heard Her Grace. Anybody not on their posts when I am finished here will face severe consequences.” At their Commander’s threats, the troops disembarked with more than a few groans and mutterings of displeasure. Amicia’s pretty face twisted into an ugly mask as Ramsey leaned in close, “forgive me for asking, Your Grace, but you intend to allow Heston the opportunity to plead?”

“Yes,” Amicia snapped, her eyes glaring at the backs of her retreating guards, “everybody deserves that much. Had you afforded the Warlock that, perhaps…” she trailed off, but it appeared to have the desired effect as Ramsey winced as if stricken. He looked to Ilana, but her face remained stoically impassive as she watched the scene unfold. Ramsey swallowed heavily. 

“Your Grace,” he said carefully, “with all due respect, the only acceptable punishment for a capital crime such as treason is public execution. We lost many good people last night. If Heston isn’t appropriately punished, we risk the troops becoming demoralized.”

Amicia remained silent, watching as the final guard turned the corner before finally looking to Ramsey. Tears filled eyes, “I understand, Sir Edward, but I cannot authorize the execution of such a historically loyal servant without first understanding why,” she wiped her eyes and straightened with a small stiff, “no, I will not.”   

Ramsey once again looked to Ilana, but the Ilvarjo woman only nodded slowly. Swallowing, Ramsey stepped to the side. Amicia smiled and touched his arm, “thank you, Sir Edward. I promise to be fair in my dealings with him.” With that said, Amicia stepped past the flap, just as Ilya’s hand once again found mine. He pulled me into the darkness below. 

The spiral staircase was shorter than I remembered it being, and not even halfway down did the pleads of a posh voice reach my ears, “Lord Issak, be reasonable. You know me, you know that my reasoning is true.” 

“I know no such thing,” a gruff voice replied, “and even if I did, I lost men of my own last night. Somebody must pay.”

“But-but-”

“Heston.” The Rubenesque butler looked up, fresh tears flooding his permanently watery eyes as his busted lip quivering when Amicia stepped off the final step. His face went pale, illuminating the prickly redness of his cheeks and the bruising of a broken nose in the flickering candlelight. Somebody had tied his wrists to a wooden chair in the centre of the room, but he didn’t struggle as the princess nodded to the Poota at the Butler’s side. Issak bowed and moved into the shadows, lifting a sharp battle axe over his beefy shoulder. Amicia knelt beside Heston, arranging her purple skirts like petals on the onyx floor, and covering Heston’s hand with her own, “I wish that I could say this wasn’t so surprising. Whatever possessed you to betray me, betray my Father like this, after having cared so diligently for us all my life?”

Heston shook his head, projecting stringy snot, “My Princess, do you not understand? Everything I’ve ever done has been only to assist you.”

“How could exposing my position to my enemy assist me?” Amicia asked.

Heston stared into her eyes for a moment before screwing his own shut, a fat tear dripping down his cheek, “you are the final heir to the nobelist bloodline in existence, yet you’ve been exiled to live out in a forest like a peasant. You’re surrounded daily by dirt and bugs and animals. You even allowed a blood-eyes to use your private bathing facilities,” Heston spat on the floor at a respectful distance from Amicia before opening his eyes to look back into her face with undisguised awe, “can’t you see, My Grace? You don’t belong here. You belong in the palace, where you will be safe. If only you would go, I know that you would see that.”

“Only if I submit myself to Lord Deniliquin. Listen to me, Heston,” Amicia grabbed both sides of his head and held it still, “I never will. Never. Not under any circumstances. Dennil infiltrated the Armoury, the holiest of institutions, and then ordered the slaughter of the armourers in cold blood; Ascot itself. They must be avenged.”  

“But you would be safe,” Heston choked out through a sob. “And then you could negotiate safe passage for each of us. I know that you could.” 

“Oh Heston,” Amicia wiped the tear from his chubby cheek, “Deniliquin isn’t interested in negotiating with me. If it was that simple don’t you believe I would’ve done so to save my father years ago? No, he wants them, and he will kill me if he ever gets the opportunity for I am the only thing preventing his false prophecy from being neutralized,” Amicia stood and wiped off her skirts, “you almost sentenced me to death last night. You condemned many others.” 

Heston’s eyes watered and he shook his head, “that wasn’t my intention. I didn’t think-”

“That’s precisely it, you didn’t think,” Ilana said.

Heston’s eyes jumped in our direction, squinting into the shadows before widening as they fell on Ilya. He pulled against his restraints, chest heaving in near-hyperventilation, “y-you,” he stuttered, “but you’re dead.”   

“Rumours of my death have been greatly exaggerated,” Ilya stated calmly.

“No,” Heston shrieked as he continued struggling, “I tended to your body. You are dead!”

“It’s fascinating how the mind deceives reality,” Ilya said, “you’ve desired my death for so long that when I was injured you managed to convince yourself that it was fatal.”

“I’ve never wanted you dead,” Heston looked to Ilana and shook his head, “I have never wanted him dead.”

 Ilana’s bored expression remained unchanged as she moved to stand beside Amicia and placed her hand on the Princess’s shoulder. “Your Highness,” she said, “now that you understand his reasoning, it is vital we learn the full extent of his betrayal.” Ilana nodded towards Issak, who shifted his axe. 

“Please, Lady Lukasiak,” Heston pleaded through a chesty wail as he resumed pulling against his restraints, “all I told them was of the wall’s instability. I swear it.”

“Strange,” Ilana pulled a dagger from the belt strapped to her thigh, “I don’t believe you.” Ilana took a step towards the sobbing man, only to pause as Amicia arm shot out in front of her.

 “But I do,” she said. Ilana lowered her head, and Amicia stared at her for a moment longer before dropping to her knees before Heston and rested her head in the butler’s lap. Several minutes came and went with the only sound being Amicia’s muffled cries and Heston’s breathing that was rapidly calming. Finally, Amicia kneeled up, pulling Heston’s head against her chest, “I forgive you, Heston. I truly do,” she pulled away and stood, turning her back on the old man. Her tear-filled blue eyes stared straight through Ilya and I as she spoke clearly and calmly, “but the rest of the camp do not. Ascotian law cannot. That’s why, with deep personal sorrow, I must sentence you to death by means of decapitation. Common law dictates that it should be done publicly, but as a final gift of gratitude for your years of diligent service I will overlook that and spare your family the humiliation. It is my sincerest hope that the Deities will grant you peace. Goodbye, Heston.”   

Without another word, Amicia stormed towards us. Her shoulder slammed into Ilya’s side as she passed. The impact forced our hands apart, but Amicia didn’t apologize as she disappeared up the spiralling staircase. I watched her retreating back before looking towards the butler. It was awkward. I still couldn’t understand why I was even there, why Ilana had insisted I accompany them down there. Clearing my throat, I looked towards her, “do you want me to-” 

“I want you to watch carefully,” she interrupted before adjusting her grip on her blade and squatting next to the slobbering butler. For several moments only his wounded sobs echoed in the room before she finally spoke again, “I never liked you. I understand that feeling is mutual, and so accepted your increasing disdain for both my sons and I because it wasn’t your fault. An individual is never responsible for their own ignorance. You were indoctrinated by your parents to hate our kind, as they had been by theirs. Understand that I hold no ill will towards you for that. All you will endure now is a direct response to your actions. Especially for making the Princess cry. For that alone, I despise you.”  

Heston looked up, snot and tears pooling on his red cheeks, “I-I…. I.”

“Ilya, come,” Ilana held out the dagger, “you will do it.”

Ilya’s brow furrowed as he approached his mother with caution to take the blade from her hand. He adjusted his grip as he looked down on Heston, “do I have to remove the head?” 

“If you would like,” Ilana stood, “though it would be cleaner to leave that to Issak.”  

Ilya nodded and placed the dagger against Heston’s jowls. The butler instantly began shaking, sending fluids splashing onto Ilya’s hand as he looked up, “please, I swear-”

“Shh,” Ilya placed a finger against Heston’s lips, “it will be alright. In this reality we all must reap what we sow. That’s one proverb that never fails in its truth.” Ilya moved the dagger. Red hot blood sprayed his uniform, but he didn’t so much as flinch. I wanted to look away, but when I did Ilana’s eyes were on me, as bright and burning as the plasma leaking from the butler’s neck. It was like she was searching me, looking for something that only she could see, but whatever it was I was determined not to allow her to find it, so I turned back to watch as Heston gave one final, prolonged gurgle before falling silent forevermore. 
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All things considered, I should’ve expected the uproar when arriving back at the infirmary, but the sheer volume inside was ridiculous. Apprentice physicians moved crates upon crates of medical supplies while their superiors barked directions in between insults hurled by the medics who cleaned the bodies of the deceased. Each required formal identification before a mass burial could take place that afternoon, with the rumours swirling around camp saying that the Sword himself would officiate it. I didn’t know if that was true and I didn’t have time to worry, for while Ilya faced up to his mother’s scrutiny, it was time to face the music of my own.

And boy was it musical. 

“Ouch,” a familiar voice whined from a side room, “why do you gotta poke so hard?”   

“Stop being such a baby. You’re supposed to be a hero, for Deities sake.”

“Well the Deities don’t go poking their fingers up my—morning,” Pogue gave me a pained grin as I pushed through the flap. Doctor Kira sat directly between his legs and looked up at his words, icy blue eyes narrowing, but said nothing before turning back to her stitching. My heart dropped, but I straightened my back and cleared my throat.

 “I’m back,” I said. Nailed it. 

Something in Kira’s mind must’ve exploded for her frame quivered and she raised her head once more. For a moment, just a moment, the life seemed to drain from her face, before being reignited by a fire that burned her cheeks red. “That’s all you have to say? I’m back. Pathetic.” 

Knowing better than to test the good doc when she had a scalpel in her hand, my innards screamed at me to flee, to fall to the floor and beg for forgiveness, but I never could resist poking a sleeping beast. And so I did the worst thing I could’ve done. I smiled, “What were you expecting me to say: Mother, I have returned, or something a tad more traditional? Maybe I could get down on one knee and-”  

Kira was on her feet in seconds, towering over me, “don’t get smart with me,” she said through clenched teeth, “you know exactly what I mean.”

“She means-”

“Shut up, Shield,” Kira said. Her eyes bore into mine, icy and hard, until I was forced to look away. Kira grunted, and walked back to her seat between Pogue’s legs, picking up her abandoned needle and thread to continue working as if I wasn’t even there. As I watched my fists clenched and unclenched. Pogue waved at me, and he nodded towards Kira with a wink. I had no clue what he meant by that, but approached my mother anyway, gingerly placing my hand on her shoulder. “Mum-” 

“Stop. Don’t mum me,” Kira interrupted, “I am pissed. No, beyond pissed. I am—can you at least go and wash your face or something? It’s impossible to rage efficiently when you resemble a giant blob of phlegm.” 

“It’s my fault. We-”

“Shield, do you see where I’m sitting right now? One small slip and opps, bye-bye lineage. Zip it,” Kira said as she knotted one of the stitches. Pogue’s face paled, and he raised his hand to make a zipping motion across his lips. Kira worked in silence as if I wasn’t even there, the only sound being her scissors as she clipped off stitching’s. I wasn’t sure what to do. Calling her mum had always worked in the past. It was my trump card. I just needed to utter the word and she’d melt like Summer snow. What else could I do?

A pair of gloves smacked me in the face. 

“If you’re planning on staying, don’t just stand there,” Kira said. She adjusted her spectacles before passing me a pair of scissors in a gentler manner. 

Stitch. Clip. Stitch. Clip. Stitch. The rhythmic ambience guided my heartbeat enough that the fog clouding my head could clear and I could find the words that would help. “I’m sorry.” 

“Okay, you’re sorry.” 

Her reply was drier than I’d anticipated, but I couldn’t stop without explaining why. Without her forgiving me, “I had to do it. It was my fault he died.”

“And now you’re responsible for his life.”

“Actually-” 

“Shut up,” my mother and I shouted, causing Pogue to hiss. 

 Kira placed the needle on the tray with a huff and sat back to look at me, “it wasn’t your fault he died, Kilco. You’re not the one who stabbed him and fractured his skull. Reviving him isn’t something I’m going to harp on about because it would be a waste of my time. You’re going to do what you’re going to do, regardless of what I say. You always have,” she shook her head and applied antiseptic to Pogue’s knee, “I thought you were beginning to grow up. You cared so well for Ilya. Even when he wasn’t easy, you did everything you were asked. You returned every afternoon and did your duties without whining. I thought you were showing positive changes, taking responsibility.”

“I am.”

“That’s not what I saw last night,” Kira stood and went to the supply cabinet, “people were dying, and I motioned you to help, but you took off running in the opposite direction. Then you sent an Ilvarjo to do your dirty work. We don’t do that. They’re people, not service animals.” 

“I didn’t send Mercy. She-” I closed my mouth with an audible snap. It didn’t matter how Mercy ended up with her, she had every right to be mad with me. Every right. I uncrossed my arms and moved to stand by her side, “I am sorry. I want to do better. No, I will do better. You’ll see, that’s a promise.” 

“Yeah, I’ve heard that one before,” Kira muttered but closed the supply cabinet. She turned to look at me, squeezing the bandage before dropping it into my hand, “whatever. Everything’s fine. You’re forgiven, just don’t let it happen again,” she walked towards the flap before looking back with a scoff, “and when it does happen again, at least have the decency to patch your friends up. I don’t need the added workload.” 

With that said and done, Kira left the room, leaving me alone with the familiar fire igniting rapidly. I had been sincere in my promise, and she’d scoffed at me. She needed to trust me, trust my word. I deserved that much. I pulled the bandage around Pogue’s knee tighter than perhaps was necessary, and he hissed, “Kilco?”

“Pin it yourself,” I said and stormed towards the flap. The main room was still a hive of activity but had quieted somewhat as a finally dressed family sobbed over the charred remains of a corpse. Two vaguely familiar voices were speaking out front, and I marched outside. 

“What are you doing out here?” I demanded. 

Kira took a long drag of her cigarette and pointed towards Ilya before exhaling puffs of smoke, “I was just informing this one that the last time I saw him that he wasn’t looking so healthy. In fact, I’m pretty certain he was dead.”    

“The Warlock revived me,” Ilya said. 

“So I’ve heard,” Kira took another drag, “but I was hoping it was a bad dream.” How rude. I’d risked life and limb to bring Ilya back from the dead, and all she could do was mock. My own mother. 

Unbelievable. 

Ilya winced slightly at her words, “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t feed the hag,” I told him while glaring at Kira. She muttered something under her breath but didn’t say anything more as I looked around, “where’s Melly gone?” 

Kira sighed and dropped her cigarette, stomping its heat out with her foot, “I instructed her to remain at the field hospital. Felt wrong, her on a battlefront.”

“This isn’t the battlefront,” Ilya said. 

“Certainly, felt like it last night,” Kira said as she picked the butt up from the ground, “do you know what I hate most about war?” Ilya shook his head and Kira motioned for us to follow. She led us back inside, but we didn’t go far before she leaned down and picked up a blood-stained sheet. The boy beneath couldn’t have been much older than me, but he laid cold and lifeless on the floor after being eviscerated, but his exposed bowels, burned black like sausages, were nowhere near as horrific as the look of eternal fear in his glassy eyes, “I hate the loss of innocence. The look on a child’s face when I tell them their parent is never coming home again. The howls of a bereaved mother who lost all her sons in a single night. That moment of silence when somebody realizes there’s no coming back from an injury. It never gets easier. It’s always enough to make me wish that I’d been the one who perished.”

“But you didn’t perish,” Ilya said. 

“No, I didn’t,” Kira dropped the sheet and turned to him, “did it hurt?” 

Ilya looked down at the bloodied sheet and nodded softly, “A little bit, but then it felt like floating down a warm river, and then nothing at all until everything was back to normal.”

“Normal?” Kira scoffed, “the Shield said that the first thing you did was neuter a man.”

“He struck Her Highness.”

“A cardinal sin.”

“Simply unforgivable,” Ilya said. He looked at the sheet for a moment longer before covering his masked mouth with his arm. His red eyes looked directly into mine as he coughed before turning back to Kira, “I’ve actually come on official business. The Warlock is your patient?”

Kira rolled her eyes while groaning, “unfortunately.”

“Is he badly injured?”

“He has two broken ribs and a mild concussion,” Kira stated, “all things considered, he’s far from amongst the worst injured today.” 

“So he can speak?” 

Kira tipped her head to the side, glaring at Ilya like he’d just spoiled the ending of the latest issue of general infirmary, “kid, I assure you there’s nothing wrong with that man’s mouth. Give him a couple days rest and he’ll be back on his feet to break the laws of the natural world just for you once more.”

Ilya’s brows furrowed and he coughed into his elbow once more before pulling on his gloved fingers to crack them. He looked back to Kira, “why do I get the impression that you would’ve preferred that I’d remained dead?”

Kira placed a hand to her forehead and gave Ilya a sour smile, “Listen, you’re a good kid. I don’t dislike you, so this isn’t personal, but bringing you back like that wasn’t right.”

Oh, not this again. I glared down at the covered corpse, “let me guess: unless it can be done on a larger scale?’

Kira gave me a squished face smile, and I could practically see the rude finger gesture in her mind that she never could give me in real life. Shaking her head, she looked down at the body, “well since you brought up ethics, Kilco,” she turned to Ilya, “as I said, I don’t dislike you, but that doesn’t make you more worthy of life than those I despise. The enemy soldiers who died last night? Most were around your age. They had no more choice in fighting this war than you did, yet they’re being buried in an unmarked mass grave in the forest. No witnesses, no prayers to your Deities. Nothing. The Princess and Shield spend every waking hour preaching about the Deities laws but are willing to break them to save your life. Why? What makes you so special when every one of these people lost their lives fighting the same fight you did? If we turn a blind eye to save one person, when does everybody else get their turn?”

Everybody else got their turn when they had somebody willing to sacrifice everything to save them. That’s when. Ilya stared at the floor, and I could only imagine what his face looked like beneath the mask. I spun on Kira and huffed, “why are you putting this on him? He didn’t do anything. We did. The Warlock probably would revive others had the act of bringing back one not almost rendered him unconscious.” I knew that I was giving Pierous too much credit, but I was too far gone to care. Ilya was alive, and that was all that mattered. That was everything. If other people had loved ones who cared as much as I did, they would do the same. Both Kira and Ilya stared at me for a moment before Kira broke the eye contact with a snort.

“So much for Pierous ‘the-all-powerful-immortal’, huh?” she drawled. 

“Agreed,” Ilya glanced at me, “I do have to speak with him though. My mother has several questions that require answering before he can be discharged.”

“Ilana’s back, is she?” Kira asked gruffly before rifling for her cigarette case, “knock yourself out. Better you than me, really.”

“Why?” I asked, “was he rude?”

“Worse,” she turned towards the entrance, “he flirted with me.”

A true cardinal sin. 

I looked to Ilya as Kira left. All the blood that had stained his uniform earlier mysteriously vanquished, yet unchanged. Safe. But safe did not mean alright. Ilya allowed me to visually examine him without a word, the passiveness in his eyes unchanging as I looked back to his face, and only then did he talk, “where’s the Warlock’s room?” I pointed towards the passageway, unable to take my eyes off the neck of his mask. Why did he remain so covered up? I couldn’t see thorax moving, the pulsing of his arteries to assure me that he was actually alive and not some hallucination. Ilya began to walk towards the passage, and I fell into step beside him, only for his arm to jet out in front, “Kilco, you can’t come.”

“Why not?” I asked. 

“Because I’m working,” he replied. 

Working? He’d been working that morning as well, and I’d been forced to watch everything. Whatever Pierous had to say couldn’t have been worse than that, “that’s fine,” I said pleasantly, and turned around, “I was about to tell Pogue about what happened after he left last night. Like how you wet yourself.”

“But I didn’t,” Ilya said. 

“Are you positive?” I stepped forward, “it’s all a bit fuzzy, isn’t it?”

Three, two, one…

“Kilco, wait,” biting my lip, I turned back to Ilya and waited. He crossed his arms and exhaled heavily, “you can come, just don’t say anything to Pierous. Or Pogue. Please.”

Bullseye.







Pierous wasn’t alone. After all the commotion of the night before, it seemed that half the court’s mages had been deployed to keep an eye on the eccentric Warlock. Not that it was necessary, if the way Pierous was sprawled on the rickety cot like it was the height of all luxury was any indication. The mages paid us little attention as we entered the room, but Pierous’ head snapped upwards at our steps. His eyes shimmered blue in the soft light, only to dull as they caught sight of Ilya and me, “Oh great, it’s stunted and stuntier,” he groaned as he flopped back down, “bummer. I was hoping for that spunky Doctor lady again.”

“That’s my mother you’re speaking about,” I said. 

“Honestly?” Pierous lifted his head and squinted at me before shuffling up against the headboard, “never would’ve guessed.” 

How rude. I opened my mouth to respond, but Ilya pinched my wrist and shook his head. I closed my mouth again as Ilya approached the bed to ask, “how are you feeling?”

“Lonely,” Pierous sighed dramatically, “they couldn’t have isolated me in a more deserted place. You’d think saving your life would redeem me, but alas, not.”

“Sorry,” Ilya said, “Ilvarjo are not popular around camp. Now, had you saved the Shield…”

“Unfortunately, the Shield hadn’t gotten himself killed, so I had to make do with you,” Pierous said before smiling at Ilya, “but enough about me, how are you? Your little spirit buddy settling in okay?”  

“There are some…adjustments we both need to make,” Ilya said cautiously, “the shortened lifespan for one. I would’ve preferred hearing about that from you rather than from the voice of my dead ancestor inside my head. I thought that I had gone mad.”

Pierous dropped his head with a chuckle, “in my defence, you were so determined to run off and get yourself re-killed straight away that we didn’t have the opportunity to probably speak before Attica attacked the camp.”

“Which is precisely why I’m here,” Ilya straightened up and looked Pierous in the eye, as if trying to catch a glimpse into the Warlock’s very soul, “who is that girl to you? You obviously know one another, so don’t lie. I will know if you do.” 

“Of course you will, you’re still only fifteen,” Pierous made a sound that was halfway between a laugh and a snort before sitting up with more ease than he had any right with broken ribs. He looked back at Ilya with equal intensity in his cold, dead eyes, “what gave it away that we knew one another? Was it the death threats, the screaming of each other’s name perhaps?” Ilya continued to stare at Pierous, and the geezer sighed, “yes, we know each other. Satisfied?”

“How?” Ilya asked. 

Pierous’ eyes flashed a hollow black as he continued to stare at Ilya. The Ilvarjo didn’t flinch a muscle. Pierous chuckled and hooked his arms behind his head, eyes returning to a standard blue, “very well, if you’re so desperate to know I shall tell you, but be warned, it isn’t the most exciting of tales.”

“Excitement is irrelevant,” Ilya said, “the girl is a threat, and we must know everything we can about her in order to neutralize her power.”   

“My, my,” Pierous tutted his tongue in an almost mocking manner, “you are far too serious for such a little person,” he sighed and patted the side of his bed, “well, if we’re going to do this you’d best both get comfortable. It’s quite the doozy.”




Three centuries ago, I was not yet Pierous the Immortal. I wasn’t even Pierous the mortal. My name Sir Barnaby Dahl of the Kingdom of Ballan, better known now as The Republic of Bethel — “Oi, don’t think I can’t see you smirking behind that mask” — I was both a businessman and a scientist, a hybrid if you will, and as such, developed the very first prototype of a machine that could convert sand into silver— “Impressive? Undoubtedly.” — Naturally, this made me a wealthy gentleman. A very rich gentleman. I suppose you could say I had it all. I’d been married three times and had several prominent mistresses, each younger and more beautiful than the last, and through them had a grand total of eleven children. 

All of whom, in hindsight, I wish had never been born. 

Well, my third wife’s thirtieth birthday came tooting along, putting her well passed her use day date for a wealthy gentleman such as myself —“yes, calm yourself, I know.” — and so, though I was fond of her, she had to go, and off I went in search of Lady Dahl version four.

Yet, I found myself bored, no longer satisfied by a spectacular face and a pair of nice, perky tits. When money is no object, and you’ve already seen it all, done it all, and done them all, what’s left other than to go out with a bang? And so, one night I wrote a goodbye letter and left it on my desk so that my assistant would find come morning and made my way down to my warehouse. Once there, I stuffed my pockets full of silver before flinging myself off the pier — “don’t interrupt, I’m getting to that,” — It’s not the quickest way to go, of course, but when your world is colourless and grey you don’t consider such practicalities. 

Unfortunately, the body takes time to catch up to the brain, and mine fought against the midnight waves for survival. Just as I accepted my fate, a fishy swimming right over my head, I found myself back on the sand with a concerned face looking over mine. Coughing and spluttering with grace, I asked the face how I was there. Simple, it said, with magic.

Well, that was it. Whether through oxygen depravity or divine intervention, I cannot say, but I was instantly hooked. Teach me, I demanded. My saviour laughed merrily. Teach you, he said, magic isn’t something you learn out of the blue. It takes time and talent to master, especially at my age— “don’t ask, I won’t tell you,” — Test me, I asked, —“Okay, bribed,” — My saviour took one look in my eyes, and Deities knows what he saw there for once we began I had all the natural aptitude of a flying rooster, but he agreed on the spot. And so there I was, an apprentice to a Warlock barely out of his teens. 

Years came and passed; things changed for the better. I remarried, and not to some leggy blonde, mind you, but to a lovely barmaid who was fast approaching forty. I loved her dearly, especially after she gifted me my twelfth and final child. A daughter. It was around that time when my Teacher moved into the Dahl manor after a most unfortunate incident with a patron at his boarding house that had ended in flames. 

Naturally, my older children grew suspicious of Teach, believing him some fraudster there to con them out of their inheritance. They confronted me about it one night at Dahl family dinner, and under their intense glares and accusations, I admitted the truth. You see, Bethel today might be the magical education capital of the world, but back then it was still outlawed. Practising magic could lead to instant execution. I half expected my children to turn me in on the spot, which would’ve been understandable considering how poor a father I’d been, but they surprised me by standing by my side. 

More years passed, and I was taught how to control my energy and manipulate the elements. It was miraculous, really, that the authorities never found out. Then a day came where Teach approached me about my youngest daughter. She’s a marvel, he claimed. He desired to teach her too, and though she was but ten years old, I agreed, utterly ecstatic that the Dahl line was proving to be innately magical. So, there we were, father and daughter, learning the magical arts side-by-side.

But good times never last forever. 

Three years later, almost to the day, Teach went into Bethany to gather supplies, only to be recognized by the man he’d lit on fire all those years earlier at the boarding house. He was caught, tried, and hung in a matter of hours. There was nothing I could do. My beloved daughter was distraught, having taken a real liking to Teach. She couldn’t understand why he hadn’t blasted his way from his cell, for he knew an obscene number of spells by heart. It wasn’t until several weeks later that my darling daughter and I discovered the ritual — “Yes, my dear, that very same ritual” — and decided to bring Teach back. 

We knew it was blasphemy, but together we snuck into prison plot and dug up Teach’s body. We just wanted him back. The ritual wasn’t as simple as it was yesterday, for I was still but a novice, and the language the ritual is scribbled in is long dead. I pursued that damn thing for days, and after many pulled hairs, finally believed I’d cracked it. But as promised, no amount of magic can bring back something taken by the rot. Teach’s body exploded mid ritual, and all hope of resurrection went with it. We blamed the resulting fire on a knocked candle and resolved that we would have to continue without him. 

And we did, for a while. 

Another year passed, then another, and still my beloved daughter did not grow an inch. At first, I was convinced she was using magic to stop her development, but she venomously denied it. Time kept moving and I soon began to notice that I too appeared to be static. In fact, I seemed to be growing younger. More handsome. We both hadn’t aged a day since the night of the failed resurrection, yet our energy reserves only increased. I concluded that the botched ritual had somehow halted the aging process, and didn’t mind one bit, for who doesn’t desire to live forever?

Well, my daughter for one. 

Or rather, she did desire to live forever, just not while trapped as a child. I did my best to help her, taught her how to magically change her appearance, but the best we could muster were superficial changes— “You know, hair and eyes and such,” — and my daughter’s anger at her so-called-ruined-life only grew until she, to be frank, went berserk and systematically slaughtered every soul within the Dahl family manor one morning. I attempted to stop her, but rage is a powerful motivator. 

I’m not sure why she didn’t kill me, but I must’ve blacked out at one point, for when I awoke my entire manor was on fire, my family dead, my daughter missing. In the years that followed I tried and failed to locate her. Believe you me, if that girl doesn’t wish to be found, you won’t find her. One-hundred years I searched without so much as a clue before I decided to give up. I hoped she’d found happiness on her own, but just as I ceased my search, I started hearing rumours of a child Warlock with oil spilt hair running amuck by killing people and hunting things that should never be hunted. I knew instantaneously who it was and immediately set a trap. She fell for it, and I believed I had destroyed her. The guilt was overwhelming, it drove me to commit the terrible deeds that have placed me here before you. However, my trap failed. My daughter is not dead. You know that for you met her last night. 




Only as the final word hung in the silence did Pierous sit up straight, meeting our eyes as he raked bloody nails across his face, “there you are,” he said, “the mystery unravelled. Satisfied?”  

Not quite. 

“You’re saying that girl is your daughter?” I asked.

“Indeed.” 

“And she slaughtered her entire family because she will never grow to be a woman?” Ilya asked while squinting intently at Pierous’ face before rubbing his own eyes. 

The slightest of smirks graced the Warlock’s lips before being forced away by a dramatic sigh. Pierous looked at Ilya with a smile, “it sounds silly to you because for your people remaining a child forever would be regarded as a gift, but for a normal person…I don’t know,” he tipped his head backwards and sighed once more, “perhaps it’s all my fault. Maybe I spoiled her. Maybe she’s just a bad seed. Either way, she’s my actions come to bite my behind.” 

“I need you to explain why you allied with Lord Deniliquin,” Ilya said. 

“Didn’t I already?” Pierous asked, then groaned when Ilya shook his head, “what’s there to say? I was bored, he was there. I’ve walked the paths for a long time, lad. Not much gets my blood pumping these days. I’m unsure if you’ve met him, but the Kaori Priest is enigmatic. There’s nothing more attractive than a man who truly believes the bullmuck he’s sprouting, and he does, but it wasn’t a philosophical connection. He offered a vision of a new world, and new is exciting. That’s all. Then I met a Shield out in the wild toting around the legendary Casteel sword like it was nothing. That’s exciting, and an exciting person is always more fun than an exciting idea, so yippee, here I am.”   

“And what exactly are your plans here?” Ilya asked. 

“I was promised an audience with your Princess. After that, we’ll see,” Pierous replied. 

Ilya’s eyes squinted to the point I was sure he was going to burst a blood vessel, “how can we assure that you will not harm Her Highness if we allow you an audience?”

Pierous stared at Ilya for a moment before laughing. He stretched his arms over his head, allowing his shoulders to pop, “with all due respect, lad, had I wanted your Princess dead she would already be dead. She was on the hill when Attica attacked. All I needed to do was turn a blind eye and you all would’ve died out there,” Pierous gave me a sideways glance before clapping his hands together, “rest assured, I’m not here to assassinate anybody. Your job is safe. At this point my only desire is to prevent Attica from hurting herself or others any further, after which, I shall uphold my promise to the blessed Sword and leave these lands. That is all.” 

Ilya squinted at Pierous for a moment longer before nodding and rubbing at his eyes, “you speak truth. We are unsure exactly when Her Highness will be available to meet with you, but know that when she does, we will be present: watching, waiting, and listening.” 

“Aren’t you always?’ Pierous sneered, “now that’s been established, run back to mummy and report like a good little soldier. Tell her that if there’s anything else she desires to say, she’s welcome to come and say it herself. Now leave, I want to sleep.”    

With that said, Pierous rolled over and resumed his snoring. I wanted nothing more than to flick him, but Ilya grabbed my hand when I tried and dragged me outside. He leaned against the infirmary’s canvas, inhaling deeply as I stared at him, “so?” I asked, “what do you think?”

“He wasn’t telling the whole truth,” Ilya said. He raised his hand to pinch the bridge of his nose through the mask, “but nor was he lying. I don’t know, it’s made my nose bleed. However, he wasn’t lying about his intentions with Her Highness. At the end of the day, that’s the only important thing. Everything else is perhaps not mine to see.”

“Ilya,” I said before I could stop myself, “how do you see?”

The answer never came as he tipped his head back. He wasn’t going to tell me. Still didn’t trust me enough to tell me. Sighing, I sunk against the canvas, “Barnaby Dahl, huh?”
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“Do tell, little Kilco, what is this dribble?”

My knuckles faded to white as they clenched the spoiled tray. Was there a word for being racist towards Warlocks? For if there was in the four days that I’d cared for him, Pierous had converted me. The way his cold, metallic voice cut through my most private thoughts, the mocking tsk of his tongue humming late into the night. I never acknowledged or responded to the voice internally, but it was always there. Always in the back of my mind, watching and waiting. Yet I dare not complain, for I had been sincere in my promise to be more responsible, but damn if the Warlock didn’t make it difficult. 

 Huffing, I placed the tray on the cart outside before stepping back into the room. Pierous’ eyes remained trained upon my every move. With half-closed eyes and a predatory smile, he allowed the gravy to dribble off his spoon. Deities, I didn’t know how nobody hadn’t punched him yet. I didn’t know how I hadn’t punched him. But violence disguised as bedside manner was a privilege reserved only for supervising physicians, so I instead tapped my foot and said as pleasantly as I dared, “it’s lamb, and you should consider yourself lucky. The healers found some kids trying to poison your serving. It’s miraculous you eat at all.” 

“Dear me,” Pierous drawled with twin tsks, “this little charade of ours is turning into a real witch hunt, isn’t it? Complete with stakes, pitchforks, and burnings. Reminds me of my own youth, though I do hate it when I know they’re after me. Ruins the surprise,” Pierous gave a hum of approval deep in his chest. It somewhat ruined any joy I might’ve taken at the image of his airways swelling after biting into the black forest cake that was typically reserved for the nobs. I needed a break.

Outside there was a thickness in the air. Almost cloying. The humidity made it seem like the air itself was sticking to my skin. Pine needles shifted and rustled as I sunk against the canvas of the infirmary to stare out over the dense green inferno. The trees were moving, creaking and groaning with a strong wind that I couldn’t feel. Within their branches, cicadas had been screaming for four days straight, day and night. I couldn’t remember what the world sounded like before the cicadas, but I didn’t want them to stop, afraid of what might hide in the silence. Was there even a world outside of the forest? I couldn’t remember. 

“What are you thinking about?” A shiver ran up my vertebra at the whisper in my ear, but I bit down any outward signs of surprise as I turned. Ilya was sitting beside me, picking the pine needles into mulch. I tapped the tip of his covered nose just hard enough for him to drop it. 

“Announce yourself,” I said. I placed my hand over my heart, feeling the beat slowing, pacing, “if I had the toothpick of justice, I would’ve gutted you where you sat.” 

Ilya arched his brow with expert ease, “toothpick of justice?” 

“That’s what I’ve named my dagger,” I reached over and picked up his abandoned pine needle to twist, “you and Pogue have named weapons, it’s only fair.” 

“I’m not convinced fairness comes much into it,” he said gently.

No, probably not. I dropped the pine and looked at him closely. He looked as exhausted as I felt, but why exactly I couldn’t guess. It was the first time I had seen him since first speaking with Pierous. Everybody needed time to process what had happened, but still, four days is an eternity to an ant. I flicked the button of his hood and smiled, “it’s good you’re here. I need a break.” 

“Me too,” he said before standing gracefully, “but I’m here on business again.”  

Typical. Exhaling, I picked up another pinecone and twiddled it, “well, you know which room is the Warlocks.” 

Ilya took the pine from my hands, “I’m not here for him. My mother has sent me for you.” 

My heart dropped down into the pit of my stomach. Ramsey had promised there would be punishment, and that Ilana would be the one wielding the whip, but I was praying it would all be forgotten in the commotion, but alas, scapegoat as usual. 

Thoughts and images rushed through my head as Ilya undid the complicated locks that separated the Ilvarjo from everybody else. There I was, in the one place I had always wanted to be, and I couldn’t enjoy it. Why were there windchimes and suncatchers hanging from the trees? What did the ribbons on each tent stake represent? All burning questions that would go unanswered forevermore, dissolved upon conception by the acid of anxiety as the one I loved most led me to my doom. 

Doom comes in strange packages.

Five tiny Ilvarjo, covered as if mortally wounded, sat on the grass beneath a marquee. They looked up from the parchment they were scribbling on to glare at us as we approached, before huddling to whisper in their foreign, melodic tongue. I barely resisted the urge to kick the gawking little abominations as Ilya dragged me inside. 

Even sitting upon a wooden crate with her chin resting upon her fist, Lady Ilana looked exquisite. Completely unphased by the sixth masked monster who spoke a million miles a minute while shoving parchment into her face, she tucked behind her ear a lock of pale hair that had escaped her braid. Heat swelled in my stomach. She was like mother nature herself, while I was little more than a mountain troll. How unjust it was that a woman who must’ve been at least thirty should make a sixteen-year-old feel such things. I dragged my feet as Ilya led me to her.

“Mother?” 

Ilana raised her hand, eyes locked firmly upon the child as they spoke. An old line of scar tissue ran from wrist to elbow, and I stared at it as the child finished their spiel. It was the only imperfection upon her that could be found, yet it did nothing to distract from her overall beauty. Not like the freckles or too-pointy nose the Deities gifted me. Nature was a bitch. Ilana smiled softly as the child finished speaking and accepted their parchment before saying something short. The child turned those irritated eyes on both Ilya and me in turn, glaring something fierce, before nodding and running off to join its pack. Ilana’s smile instantly evaporated. 

“Go help them with their lettering, Ilya,” she said in a bored tone. 

“But-”

“Go,” her tone didn’t change, yet it was somehow infused with a level of authority that hadn’t been there before. Ilya looked at her a moment before tuning. With the smallest nod, he walked to the children who glared at him with equal contempt they had me. 

At least it wasn’t personal.

“You can sit,” Ilana said without looking away from her son, and though I would’ve very much preferred to stand, I gingerly perched myself on the edge of the crate. My shoulder brushed against Ilana’s side, sending prickles up my arm. Ilana looked to me briefly before turning to the parchment of hastily scribbled cyrillic, “are you any good with children?” 

Huh. That wasn’t the question I’d been expecting, “I don’t know,” I said quietly, “I haven’t got much experience with them.”  

“It’s not about experience. I’ve been a mother since I was younger than you are now, yet children remain a complete mystery to me. You either understand them or you don’t,” she placed the parchment on the ground and turned to me. I could feel those wine-coloured eyes of hers examining my every twitch, but dared not meet them, keeping my eyes firmly upon Ilya, “but that’s neither here nor now. Are you left or right handed?”

“Right,” I replied. 

“Show me.” 

I finally broke my gaze from Ilya to look at her blankly. Ilana indicated towards my hand before pinching the wrist. I didn’t resist as she turned it over, tracing a cold finger across the lines of my palm.

 “What are you looking for?”

“For your truth,” she looked into my eyes, “I want to know who I’m betraying.” A jolt of energy flooded my system and I attempted to tug my hand away, but her grip was like velvet steel; gentle, yet unrelenting. Her touch tickled as she looked back down, “it’s an old Ilvarjo fable. Two adventurers meet at the foot of the world spine mountain and decide to conquer it together. A noble quest, except one is truthfully a marauder who plans to kill the other upon reaching the mountain’s peak to claim the glory for himself. Only the marauder becomes careless, and the adventurer learns of his plans. In an attempt to deter him, the adventurer tells the marauder the story of his life. When the pair finally reach the peak, the marauder attempts to kill the adventurer but finds himself unable for he knows too well the one he is betraying.” 

I nodded, “my father told me a similar story once, only the moral was reversed.”

“The marauder kills the adventurer because he knows who he is betraying,” the smallest shadow of a smile graced Ilana’s lips though her tone didn’t change as she spoke, “perhaps his tale is truer.” 

Ilana continued tracing my hand in silence. In the corner of the marquee, a calico cat was playing with a gift it had brought. It occurred to me that it had been a while since the dogs had last howled. Ilana pressed down on my palm, “Ilya tells me that you had your own run-in with the Morrigan,” I nodded and pushed my sleeve up to reveal the bite, which was still slightly raised and stung when it rained. Ilana’s finger traced over it gently before returning to my palm, “it marked you.”

“Apparently.”

“Has anybody explained to you what that means?” again, I shook my head and Ilana tickled my pointer finger, “the Morrigan has imparted within you part of its essence. You are a base for it. A vessel. This is most unfortunate. Who have you spoken to about this?”

“Only the Princess, Ilya and Mercy.” 

Ilana pulled the finger back until the joint clicked painfully, “My Mercy?” 

I nodded, cringing at the increasing pressure, “she found me moving Ilya’s body and held me at knifepoint, demanded I tell her everything, so I did.” Ilana released my finger and moved back to the palm. Her fluttering movements were ticklish. 

“How flexible are you?”

“Not very. Why?”

Her nails dug into my flesh, “have you ever killed before?”

“No,” I answered immediately. Self-preservation may not have been my bosom buddies, but even I knew better than to admit in that moment to technically killing her child. Ilana released my hand and sat back, watching as I shook it off. Beads of blood bubbled where her nails had clawed and I scowled, “does it reveal anything interesting?”

“Probably, but I’m not the one to ask. I know little about palm reading.” 

“Then why…” I massaged my palm. Asking that question would be a waste of breath. If she was anything like her son, she’d just ignore it anyway. 

The heat of Ilana’s gaze was almost tangible as she looked to me, “people have a tendency to tell the truth when they’re not paying attention to what they’re answering. I like to know who I’m betraying, but I prefer to know precisely who is betraying me. You’ve deduced by now that it is vital the Morrigan is destroyed. It is too dangerous to leave wondering when it’s only duty is to reap,” Ilana grabbed my wrist once more, ignoring my struggles as she pushed up my sleeve, “as I said, it’s unfortunate that you’ve been marked in this way. When threatened, the Morrigan could escape into your mind, rotting you from the inside out. The only way to prevent this is for you to be present when the attack is mounted. You and Ilya.”

That time she didn’t resist as I ripped my hand away. Going after Sedna myself? No, no. That was Pogue’s job, not mine. My job was to patch him up once he was done, “I-I can’t do that,” I stuttered, “Look at me, I’m a human stick. I don’t know the first thing about fighting.”

“That’s true, but there isn’t any rush. Our scouts have only begun their hunt. We have time,” she stood, graceful, tall, and altogether above my station, “I will teach you.”       








  
  Thirty Four

  
  
  Homophobia
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Fear of homosexuals




From that day forward, I lived by the sword. One day, I knew I’d die by it, but until that dawn arrived, it owned my soul in its entirety. It was a never-ending dance of blood and pained victory, for one can only truly feel alive with a blade in their hand; charging towards your opponent, meeting death as an equal- 

“Are you monologing during your kata?”

The intruding voice made me jump in a lame attempt at hiding the wooden practice sword I had been swinging. I shouldn’t have bothered. From the urgent to the mundane, very little happened in camp that Lady Ilana didn’t see. Every move the Princess made, every decision decided upon by the Order of the Shamrock, every honey bun stolen all reported to her. It was like she had eyes hidden around every corner, beneath every rock. The only logical conclusion I could fathom was that she was always doing two things at once and never slept. A theory that ticked me off greatly, for she was always, without fail, impeccably groomed. She had skin like a baby’s arse, while I slept six hours most nights and still had eyebags down to my chin. That woman was an atrocity of nature.

But she was the best at what she did. 

Three weeks had come and gone since my training with the Ilvarjo had commenced, and to say Doctor Kira had been less than impressed would be criminally negligent. Upon learning of my little charade with the Morrigan, the good doc had marched to the command tent without a word, only to march straight back two hours later and take silent refuge in her bed for the remainder of the night. My training had begun at dawn the very next morning.

So early that a chorus of frogs could still be heard by the river, a red-eyed man had delivered me to a crumbling shack deep within the Ilvarjo enclosure. Moss layered the walls, and the roof was more pine needles than shingles, but the insides remained unseen to my eye as I was left alone, sitting out front inside a ring of strangely patterned stones. One by one, like starved piranha, the little masked miscreants sat around me. I didn’t know for sure if they were the same ones that had stared so rudely at me, but I could feel their hungry eyes burning my neck. Then they feasted, tiny balled fists implicating more pain than they had any right as they danced around, nipping at my heels.

 I had practically crawled out of the Ilvarjo camp that first day to find Ilya and Pogue, only for them to laugh at my misery. Eventually Ilya’s laughter died, and he took pity upon me, helping me with my technique until I wasn’t so defenceless against a gang of toddlers, but did nothing to help with the skipping of my heart around his mother. Even as Ilana leaned against the sword rack that morning, twirling a plum in her hand, my insides shuttered in her presence. 

It had become routine for her to examine me each morning before I joined the brats in their lessons. Rarely was a word spoken, never a single compliment, but that morning I was ready. Ilya and I had trained late into the night, correcting my bad habit of placing too much weight onto my back foot. Swallowing a smirk, I took three measured steps backwards and bent my knees and arms into an unrefined, yet undeniably correct, stance. I met Ilana’s eyes with an undisguised challenge, “my stance is perfect.” 

She stared at me for a moment, face a never-changing mask of glorious boredom, before setting the plum down on the sword rack and standing up straight. Like a shark circling its prey, Ilana stalked around me. Her eyes continued to scan, lingering too long on my wonky foot. I quickly double checked the heel was down, and not a moment too soon, for in the next beat Ilana tapped it with her own foot. It was impossible to bite down that smirk. Not that time, “Ilya thinks that I’m almost ready to start incorporating some weapons.”

“And what do you think?” her stoic tone remained unchanged as she circled back around, eyes closely examining my leading foot. I mulled over the question for a moment and scowled. Surely, she knew what I thought. How could she not?

“I wanted to know what you think,” I replied shortly. 

“Why? I hear that your stance is perfect,” she traced her hand from my shoulder to my wrist, making slight adjustments as she went. Only once her fingers trailed off my fingertips did she step back with a soft hum, “you need to clean the line of your chakra. Go through the basic kata again and remember to keep your weight off that back heel or I’ll push you over.”

“You will not.”

Ilana smiled, and before I could even realise what was happening, she had done as promised. I spluttered with indignity as my butt landed in the mildewed grass. Ilana squatted down, eyes looking with mine; a challenge returned. My cheeks were hot, no doubt an ugly shade of red, and Ilana nodded. Rising to her feet, she returned to the sword rack and picked up the plum, “you shouldn’t believe everything Ilya tells you. His own stance is rarely perfect. Now, do at least attempt to perfect five kata in a row. I don’t want to have to put down my breakfast after each just because you’re lazy.”    







What sort of sadistic entity had decided that stamina was to be a thing? My body had never been in so much pain. Not even seven minutes into our first session, Ilana had declared that what I truly had to focus on was my strength. Specifically, core strength, but weeks later my stomach remained as concave as ever. Nobody would be washing clothing upon my abdominals anytime soon, but Deities if it didn’t hurt. All the insane daily regime of sit-ups and crutches seemed to achieve was leaving me unable to stand up straight by the time the breakfast bell rang each morning. That sweet, glorious, merciful bell which signalled the end to sunrise torture.

Not that morning. 

The sun was shining like noon when the ring came from the forest. Lightning had struck one of the giant oaks during the night, and the smell of burning wood permeated every orifice as my shoulders drooped, only to stiffen when Ilana pushed off the rack with a wooden practice sword in her hand. She pointed to its abandoned twin behind me, “pick it up.” 

My eyelids were heavy, a metallic taste on my tongue, “why?”   

“You wanted to incorporate weapons, we will incorporate weapons.”

The woman was a monster. It was impossible to lay a single finger upon her, let alone gain the upper hand. If I went on the offence, she was on the defence, if that’s what you could call Ilana simply sidestepping my blows like one does cow dung on the road. But my attempts to defend was were the real torture lay. I didn’t stand a chance at countering her blows, for I barely stood at all. Over and over, she knocked me to the ground, leaving me so tense and disorientated from the dance that my mind seemed woozy and disconnected, unable to tell up from down. 

For the fifth time in as many minutes, I hit the floor, knocking all air from my lungs with a groaned cough. I tried to rise, but couldn’t find the strength, my abused stomach muscles refusing to obey any commands. Ilana’s face appeared over mine, unchanged and unphased other than the string of silvered gold that had come loose from her braid, “get up.”

“Why?” I groaned, “you’ll just knock me back down. I’m saving time.”

Her face remained unsympathetically unchanged as she spoke slowly, “get up.”

“No,” I spat, “you win. My stance is shit. Everything’s shit, and I’m a failure. Satisfied?”

“You are a failure if you stay down there,” she said without an ounce of compassion, “failure is a choice. By refusing to get up, you are choosing to fail. Even if I knock you down a hundred times, you get up one hundred and one and you label it an attempt, not failure. Then you learn from that attempt and aim to not make the same mistakes again, but you get back up and you try again. You try again until you get it right, then you get it right until you don’t need to try again. You only fail when you choose that path for yourself. Do you understand?” 

“No,” I said, “look at me. All the attempts in the world aren’t going to make me a warrior.”

Ilana looked me over as asked, her face stoic as ever. Which was just as well, for I might’ve knifed her where she stood if she had looked at my spindly arms with the distaste, I was certain she had for them. Finally, she looked to my face and stated, “You’re right.”

Oh, she was a dead woman. She just didn’t know it yet, “thanks for the vote of confidence.”

“I’m not your mother, Kilco. It’s not my job to make you feel good,” Ilana offered me her hand, “my job is to prepare you for the realities of a potential confrontation with the Morrigan. Physically, you are a tiny girl. You are never going to be a hardened warrior, capable of taking down a hoard of enemies on raw strength alone. That’s the reality of the situation.”

I stared at her hand in distaste before grasping it, allowing myself to be pulled to my feet against my will. The fire inside rose with me, and I met Ilana’s eyes in a different, more territorial brand of challenge, “Ilya is small, and he took down five men without help.”  

Nothing. Not even as a wince. 

“You are not Ilya,” Ilana said, “I have trained Ilya from the moment he could walk unaided, but even if we had fifteen years together it still wouldn’t be enough. He utilizes a traditional Ilvarjo technique that you are too old to be efficiently taught. Even if you could, I haven’t the time, and you haven’t the discipline,” she dropped my hand and stepped back, towering over me like a gazelle. If nothing else, at least those lessons would harden me to the glares of taller enemies, “however, you are not without your advantages.” That sparked my interest, and I looked towards her beautiful face that always churned my core. Ilana licked her lips as she looked me over like a farmer does cattle, “you are obviously intelligent. Abundantly so. You have well-above-average natural reflexes, and you are a gifted liar.”

My heart leapt into my throat and I couldn’t swallow it down, “I’m not a liar.”

“Are you certain?” Ilana asked in her insufferable bored tone. 

“Pretty certain, yeah.”

“Interesting. Let’s test that confidence,” Ilana stepped forward, and though she didn’t touch me the close proximity was enough to make me shiver as she looked into my eyes, like she was looking into my soul, “the morning that I returned from Swannanoa, Ilya wasn’t with his bed. In fact, he was with you. Why was that?”

Damn. What was the reason? “he threw up.”

“I know he did, he doesn’t lie, but that wasn’t why he was with you. If he was feeling that unwell, he would’ve gone to our healer, not to you,” she was close enough that I could smell the pink pepper and juniper notes of her perfume, “why was he there?”  

“I don’t know. Ask him.”

“I’m asking you. You see, I have a theory of my own. Do you wish to hear it?”

“Would you listen if I said no?”

Ilana rewarded me with a smile. No teeth showing, but a smile nonetheless, “I’ve been watching them both very closely. Ilya isn’t sleeping probably, and those he is bunking with tell me that he sometimes disappears during the night. He’s never been much of an eater, but now even less so, and his lessons…well,” she bit her lip, “can you guess my theory?” 

“That he’s dying?”

“That he’s in love,” her tone was as mild as milk. She released her lower lip and stepped back, the scent of her perfume going with her and leaving the empty air thick as cement, “I realise that he is becoming too old for me to control, but understand that Ilya isn’t yours to have. He was born into obligations that must be fulfilled. There are a handful of Ilvarjo girls that I have on probation and rarely does love factor into it. You must accept this.”

Mine to…wait, did she think? “Sorry, you’re mistaken. It’s not me Ilya is in love with.” 

Ilana leaned back in, a polite distance away, but still close enough for those plump lips to almost graze my ear, “such a response bespeaks the existence of a longer answer. Are you claiming that he’s not in love?”

“No, he’s definitely in love,” I was drowning in the scent of her perfume. She was close enough that I could’ve tilted my head up just a little and lick the skin of her neck, just below the ear, “just not with me. With Pogue.” 

The moment the name passed my lips, I wanted it back, but a second gone cannot be reclaimed. The exhalation against my ear signalled that my lapse in judgement did not go unnoticed. Ilana blinked as she pulled back, but I had trouble focusing on her face. A hand landed lightly against my cheek, tracing down until the thumb rested on my lips, “thank you.”

Something in Ilana’s voice niggled at my brain. It carried a soft, almost teasing tone, one that invited me, and only me to…what? I didn’t know, but I felt a sudden urge to share something meaningful with her. The heat inside exploded, and I stepped away from her touch.

“But you knew that already,” I said. 

Ilana held herself still as her gaze locked with mine, allowing me to study her face, her hair, her posture. Letting me have my fill as if sensing that shrouding herself behind a blank mask would lose me. I watched the play of muscles flexing in her cheeks and jawline as she inhaled slowly, exhaled in kind. The deep redness of her eyes, as open as she dared them to be. Lovely. Finally, she closed them, reimposing neutrality, before walking outside. My lip twitched. That was the answer I needed. After all, there was nothing that happened which she didn’t see. 







Despite popular opinion, the walls which separated the Ilvarjo camp from everybody else were not there for our comfort. One of the first things I had learned about the Ilvarjo was they didn’t appreciate other people poking around in their business. That gate was a conscious effort to put a physical barrier between themselves and the rest of the world. Practical, I had thought it, right up until that moment when it became the one thing standing between me and the outside. With nowhere left to go, I trailed behind Ilana like a lost puppy.

If she noticed, she didn’t say anything as she marched towards the hut with its stone circle. It was larger than I remembered it being. My step faltered as we approached, and all I could hear were voices and slight scratching from the walls. I didn’t want to go inside, didn’t want to be within those walls anymore, but there was no way out. I followed Ilana in.

Weapons of all sorts lined the rustic walls as the floor was split in two: half decorated with rugs and silken pillows, the other just dirt upon which eight masked Ilvarjo knelt in rows of two. A bearded man walked between them, saying things my brain couldn’t comprehend. He paused his speech, but the masked lot didn’t break eye contact with the front wall as Ilana went to speak with their teacher in hushed tones. The bearded man frowned. 

“Ilya,” he called. 

A lithe figure detached itself from the back of the herd, moving gracefully forward with confusion and suspension clear in their eyes. I looked at the ground, the feeling of guilt making my hands sweat as he approached. “Take Kilco and wait outside,” Ilana said before Ilya could speak, “I’ll be a moment.”

Ilya nodded and tried to take my hand, but I pulled away and walked out of the tent on my own. He joined me seconds later, stopping by my side to take a deep breath before grabbing my shoulder, “what happened?” 

“I’m really sorry,” I said quickly, “it just slipped out.”

“What did?” he whispered. 

I didn’t even have the chance to decide whether to respond or run, for Ilana chose that moment to leave the hut and stole it away by grabbing Ilya by the forearm and pulling him along behind her like a naughty child towards the closest tent. 

Only once the tent flap had stopped swaying did Ilana release Ilya’s arm. He immediately stepped backwards, putting space between the two of them while looking around like a frightened bunny. I couldn’t even meet his eyes as he swallowed heavily, “mother?”

“It appears that you omitted vital information from your reports,” Ilana said. 

Ilya stared at her blankly for a moment before shaking his head, “I didn’t.”

“Don’t try and deceive me, Ilya. I cannot help you if you do,” Ilana said coolly. Ilya’s gaze remained blank, but his left hand went to his throat, two fingers resting where I knew Sedna’s bit lay hidden. He blinked and turned to look at me. Ilana leaned in, as if sharing a secret, and grabbed his face, forcing it back to her, “do not blame the Bethallan girl. She only confirmed what I already knew. I have led our people for too long to have missed something like this. I am both your mother and your leader, and as such, I advise you to take this opportunity now to unburden yourself while I’m offering you the chance.” 

“I…” he went still. Such tense rigidness was unflagging in a creature full of such youth. 

Ilana sighed and pulled down the cloth, revealing Ilya’s face in full, “I’ll make this simpler: she claims that you and the Shield seem attached to one another. Is there truth in that?”

Ilya looked at me, but I looked at my hands, ashamed by the wetness that plagued his cheeks, “I-I cannot help it,” he said quietly, “I know it’s wrong and I try not to, but I can’t.”

“For fu-” Ilana released his face and wiped a tear from his cheek before pulling Ilya against her chest to speak softly in Ilvarjo against his hair. I watched, shifting from foot to foot. I couldn’t help but feel like I was intruding, witnessing a private moment that was never intended for me but found myself unable to look away. Eventually Ilya’s tears ceased, turning into short nods and quiet responses until with one final confirmation he pulled away. Wiping his eyes, Ilya looked at his mother, “thank you.”

Ilana quickly replaced his mask with a nod, “You should take Kilco home now, then return to your lessons. I have something else that I need to attend to.” 

Ilya shifted his weight, almost like a nervous twitch, before moving to the exit. He paused as he passed me, eyes glaring into mine, “come on.” 

Shit. 

I shuffled out behind him, glaring at the bright light penetrating the leaves. There wasn’t time to accumulate though, for Ilya walked so quickly that I had to jog to keep up, all the while thinking what to say. Maybe simple was best, “I’m sorry.”  

Ilya paused so suddenly that I slammed into his shoulder, “you need to stop talking now.”

“Okay, I will,” I said before continuing, “but you need to understand that I didn’t tell her on purpose. Your mother is like a succubus or something, it just slipped out.”

“A succubus?” Ilya scoffed and continued walking, “how does something like that just slip out. ‘Nice stab you’ve got there. By the way, did you know that your son kisses the Shield?”

“It was a jab,” I said dryly, struggling to bite back the defensiveness that was itching to be set free, “she called me a liar.”

“And that was the one truth you could think of to convince her otherwise?” Ilya asked as we reached the gate. He immediately started twisting the locks, and a jolt of annoyance flashed through me. The defensiveness was breaking through. 

“I’m sorry, okay? I got flustered. She accused us of being in love.” 

“That’s because I wanted her to believe that” Ilya hissed. 

My heart clenched painfully, “really?’

“Yes,” he craned his neck to glare at me, “why did you think I kept holding your hand?”

The painful hold became a flood of warmth through my chest. I would’ve been his fake girlfriend had only he asked. Deities, I was a terrible person, “why didn’t you say so?”

“Because I didn’t think I had to.”

“Evidently, you did,” I said, relieved that it wasn’t totally my fault, “why are you so upset? It isn’t as if she reacted poorly.”

The final lock came undone, and Ilya ripped the chain off, pulling the gate open as if it had personally offended him, “how do you know how she reacted? You haven’t the slightest clue what she said to me, but regardless, it wasn’t your place to say anything at all. You need to leave.” Ilya didn’t explicitly finish that sentence with the words before I round kick you, but from his tone, they were definitely implied.

With a heavy sigh, I stepped over the threshold and looked back at him, “I suppose that means you don’t want to meet up after dinner?”

“No,” he said sharply, “I have guard duties tonight, and every other night this week.”

Without another word, Ilya slammed the gate in my face. The sound of the locks clicking back into place was almost deafening as I stared at the cold, hard metal. I guess that I’d deserved that, me and my uncanny ability to destroy everything good in my life. Not only destroy, oh no, I brought the shovel to dig my own grave. Here lies Kilco Escamilla, given an inch and ran a mile.

What a way to go.     
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